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Plates





1   Malcolm’s Cross, Alnwick, Northumberland: the nineteenth-century monument stands on the site of the medieval cross erected near the spot where David’s father, Máel Coluim III, was slain in November 1093.


2   Kelso Abbey, Scottish Borders: the remains of the Tironensian abbey founded originally at Selkirk by David and then relocated in 1128 to its present site. David’s first foundation, it always maintained an important place in his devotions, and it was here in 1152 that his son, Earl Henry, was buried.


3   Roxburgh Castle, Scottish Borders: the fragmentary walls of the later medieval castle on the site of David’s early residence, in whose ‘great tower’ his first rival, Máel Coluim mac Alaxandair, was imprisoned for life in 1134.


4   St Margaret’s Chapel, Edinburgh Castle: the only visible fragment of twelfth-century structure to survive on the Castle Rock, the chapel that bears the name of David’s mother long post-dates her death but may be the surviving remnant of another ‘great tower’ built by David following his accession to the kingship.


5   Dunfermline Abbey, Fife: the magnificent Romanesque nave is the principal surviving portion of the new abbey church that David commissioned c.1128, into which he relocated the remains of his parents and his brothers and where he was himself buried in May 1153.


6   Norham Castle, Northumberland: the bishop of Durham’s castle on the Tweed, built as the physical expression of his lordship at the heart of his community’s northern estates. Despite its newness, it fell easily to the Scots during David’s invasions, for which the bishop drew criticism for its lack of preparedness.


7   Wark Castle, Northumberland: the rocky outcrop, scarped and later encased in stone defences, was the site of the timber fortification that defied the besieging Scots in 1138. It remained a key English fortification on the border from the twelfth to late sixteenth centuries.


8   Carlisle Castle, Cumbria: the truncated remains of the early twelfth-century donjon in which David died in May 1153 still dominates the castle complex and the skyline of the adjoining city.


9   Durham Cathedral, County Durham: the monumental Romanesque church symbolised the power and authority of the bishops of Durham and the intrusion of Norman political power and cultural influence into the heart of the Northumbrian realm.


10   Bamburgh Castle, Northumberland: the citadel of Northumbria long eluded the Scots but became Earl Henry’s principal seat as earl after 1139. The core of the donjon might date from his occupation of the castle.


11   Duffus Castle, Moray: the late thirteenth-century stone castle stands on the earthworks of the motte-and-bailey constructed by Freskin in the 1150s. Long seen as symbolising the landscape of conquest and colonisation in Moray that was set in place following the defeat of Moray’s ruler in 1130, it is now believed to date from the very end of David’s reign.


12   David I and Malcolm IV from an early nineteenth-century facsimile of the illuminated initial M from Malcolm’s great charter of 1159 to the monks of Kelso Abbey, reproduced in Liber S Marie de Calchou (Edinburgh, 1846).


13   Jedburgh Abbey, Scottish Borders: the massive architecture of the choir of the Augustinian church was inspired by the great Norman churches at Romsey, Reading, Tewkesbury and Oxford.


14   Bunkle Church, Berwickshire: the surviving apse of the twelfth-century parish church is a splendid example of one of the churches being built in this southern part of St Andrews diocese in the first quarter of the twelfth century.


15   Edrom Church, Scottish Borders: the richly decorated, re-set archway is the only significant fragment to survive from a very fine early twelfth-century church.


16   Dalmeny Church, Midlothian: described as possibly the finest four-compartment early twelfth-century church to survive anywhere in Britain, Dalmeny’s richness of decoration and quality of finish are testimony to its builder’s ability to secure the finest masons, possibly from Dunfermline Abbey.
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Introduction: David’s Heritage





Down to the comparatively recent past, university students of the medieval histories of most western European countries would at some stage have been set a question that asked ‘Which king from X to Y contributed most to the development’ of whichever kingdom they were studying. For Scotland, most answers would have identified one man, David I. The historiography of medieval Scotland would have been equally certain in that identification, for almost all medieval and post-medieval commentary on the evolution of the medieval kingdom agreed that it was David’s state-building efforts that had created the realm over which the three dynasties that ruled most of northern Britain from the mid eleventh to early sixteenth centuries sprang. It was to David’s reign that scholars traced the organisation of the church hierarchy that existed down to the Reformation; the presence in Scotland of leading families whose origins were in England or the near continent; the mechanisms of government and administration that grew progressively more sophisticated over the Middle Ages; and the origins of Scotland’s urban communities and the international trade that flowed through them. To this already impressive catalogue of achievement could be added the assertion of royal domination of the making and dispensation of law, introduction of a native coinage and the means to direct, if not control, all of these achievements with the beginning of systematic parchment-based record-keeping. Every king who followed him built upon these achievements, added to them and refined them, but it was David who initiated the change; he was the revolutionary.


David was sui generis but it was the background to his family’s struggle to expand their kingship over mainland Scotland – from the seat of their power in the land between the Forth in the south and the mountain barrier of the Mounth in the north known to Latin scholars of the age as Scotia, but in the Gaelic language of its people, Alba – that created his own unique personal circumstances. To understand his reign and the kingdom that he built, it is necessary to recognise the pattern of political, social and cultural relationships within and beyond Alba that led it down particular avenues of development. The realm of David I had been shaped by forces set in motion long before his birth. For thirty-five years after 1058, one man held the kingship of the Scots. Máel Coluim mac Donnchada, better known today as Malcolm III or, wrongly as it transpires,1 Malcolm Canmore, is commonly portrayed as one of the most successful of Scotland’s pre-twelfth-century rulers, although in both later medieval and modern traditions he is overshadowed greatly by the powerful image of his second wife, Margaret, queen and saint. The success of Máel Coluim mac Donnchada and his descendants in monopolising control of monarchical power in Scotland laid the foundations for the transformation of the old Gaelic kingdom of Alba from a marginal power on the periphery of Europe into one of the two mature medieval kingdoms contending for the domination of the British Isles.


What was Scotland before David I? There has been a long, historiographical tradition of presenting the history of the kings descended from Máel Coluim mac Donnchada as effectively the history of the whole of the geographical region that we know today as Scotland, but over the last quarter-century there has been an increasing trend towards distinguishing between the history of the core region from which Scotland’s medieval kings drew their power and the histories of those parts of physical Scotland that were added to that core region between the twelfth and the fifteenth centuries.2 The success of the medieval chroniclers in suppressing the independent identities of these territories as polities in their own right, and in portraying their rulers as subordinate to the men who bore the title King of Scots, has been remarkable in its longevity and tenacity in the modern Scots psyche. What has also been remarkable is the failure to recognise how fragile and fissiparous the eleventh-century Scottish state was, with the unity achieved under Máel Coluim III being largely an artefact of his own powerful personality, ruthlessness and brutality. Máel Coluim was a significant beneficiary of the success of his ancestor, Máel Coluim mac Cináeda, in welding together a kingdom that embraced the Tayside and Fife-based kingdom of Alba and the rump of Pictish Fortriu in Moray in the north into a cohesive realm, but between the death of his own father, Donnchad mac Crinain, in 1040 and his own seizure of the throne in 1057/8, that hybrid state had been ruled by Moray-based kings. Their tenure of the throne and Máel Coluim’s failure to eliminate their descendants created the threat of future challenges, which were realised after Máel Coluim’s death in 1093. His sons, Edgar and Alexander I, could claim to be rulers over the whole of their father’s extended Alba, but the reality was that Moray was, for much of their reigns, beyond their grasp or, at best, held only through military domination. It was only after 1130 that David I was able to reimpose lasting lordship on Moray and suppress its rulers’ lingering aspirations to the kingship of Alba, or at least to a kingship in the north.3 In Moray and, to a lesser extent, Cumbria, we can see the difference between successful integration into Alba and a looser, vacillating lordship before David’s reign.4 The more effective integration of Cumbria into the Scottish kingdom was largely the achievement of David and his grandson and successor Malcolm IV, with the same process commenced in Moray by David but completed by his younger grandson, William.5


To the south, the rump of old Northumbria continued to draw the covetous eyes of Scottish rulers, much as it had done since the tenth century. A resurgence in regional power in the mid eleventh century under Earl Siward had led to a reassertion of English domination over parts of what is now southe-astern Scotland and the fleeting re-establishment of a Cumbrian kingship under Siward’s protective overlordship.6 Following Siward’s death, Máel Coluim appears to have begun to roll back that re-advance, regaining lordship over Cumbria and, perhaps as late as the early 1060s, gradually reasserting the control over Northumbria north of the Tweed that his predecessors had once enjoyed.7 Once that had been regained, however, he seems to have maintained peace on the border through the last years of Edward the Confessor’s reign in England, possibly honouring the debt that he owed the English king for his safety and support during his exile from Scotland after his father’s death at the hands of Mac Bethad in 1040. It is unclear why he chose not to intervene in the three-cornered competition for the English throne that followed Edward’s death in 1065, especially given the involvement of the joint Orcadian jarls, his stepsons through his marriage with Ingibjorg Finnsdottir, widow of Jarl Thorfinn the Mighty, in military support of the Norwegian king, Harald Hardrádi, in his campaign to win the crown. Even after the defeat and death of Harald at Stamford Bridge and the subsequent defeat and death of the victor of that battle, King Harold Godwinsson, in the battle of Hastings, there is no evidence that he made any moves to capitalise on the political upheaval in England. As the Normans began to tighten their grip on southern England, Máel Coluim displayed a strange reluctance to use this opportunity to expand his power south across the Tweed into the English part of Northumbria. It is not that there were no attempts to draw him into the conflict, most notably in 1068 when a large group of English noble refugees arrived at his court, but Máel Coluim rebuffed all attempts.


This reticence on Máel Coluim’s part is at odds with Geoffrey Barrow’s interpretation of his interventions south of the Tweed as ‘assertions of lordship rather than belligerent hostility’ through which he and his predecessors had expressed their ‘proprietory attitudes’ towards at least northern Northumbria.8 Here was a golden opportunity to make real his proprietory aspirations and extend his control from Lothian and Tweeddale south through the Bernician heartland towards the Tyne if not the Tees. Perhaps it was recognition of his lordship over the region that Máel Coluim sought to extract from the English refugees who came as supplicants, seeking his military aid to drive out the Normans.9 Most of the exiles who arrived at his court were Northumbrians, headed by Earl Cospatric of Northumbria himself, and while we have the evidence for their request for aid, we have no evidence for the price that was demanded of them for it. Given that their nominal leader was the teenage heir of the West Saxon dynasty, Edgar Æðeling, it is possible that they were not yet prepared to countenance the truncation of his kingdom as the price of Scottish aid. What is clear in 1068 is that neither Edgar and his councillors nor Cospatric and the Northumbrian thegns were yet so desperate as to dismember the realm and accept an extension of Scottish domination and control in return for the backing of a Scottish army for their rising.


We can only imagine Máel Coluim’s bemusement at this situation. He would have understood how most of the English saw Edgar, not William of Normandy, as their rightful king,10 but also would have known of their inability to muster the strength to drive out the Normans and place Edgar on the English throne. With the cream of English fighting strength destroyed at Hastings and their remaining leaders politically divided or desperate to reach an accommodation with the Normans, Edgar simply lacked the resources and concentrated support to fight back. Weighing his options, despite the exiles’ pleas, he chose in 1068 to keep peace with William.11 The following year, the Northumbrians slaughtered William’s appointee as earl, Robert Cumin, and the garrisons he had planted in their territory and drove the Normans from the country north of the Humber.12 How deeply involved in instigating the rebellion Cospatric, Edgar and the other exiles were is unknown, but Máel Coluim had permitted them to over-winter in Scotland.13 As the rebellion grew, Edgar and his associates joined Waltheof, son of Siward, who had held York under Edward the Confessor.14 For a while they held the initiative and secured a promise of support from King Svein of Denmark. Máel Coluim, however, appears to have remained aloof from the conflict.15 Late in 1069, however, as William’s counter-attack began to make headway, Cospatric and Waltheof submitted to him. Edgar and his handful of followers managed to elude William and maintain a semblance of resistance, possibly sheltering with the Danish force sent by King Svein.


Although the Northumbrian rising had failed before the end of 1069, William’s hold on England remained precarious in early 1070. The Danes posed a potent threat, for Svein had now joined his sons and forced York to submit to him; a Danish fleet lay in the Humber and contingents of Danish warriors were at large in Yorkshire and northern Lincolnshire. Perceived Norman weakness, a powerful foreign ally entrenched in eastern England and unrest elsewhere in England provide the context for Máel Coluim’s decision to launch a violent invasion.16 According to the early twelfth-century Durham-based chronicler Symeon, he invaded through Cumberland and then crossed Stanemore into Teesdale and Cleveland. From there, he plundered his way north through the lands of the Durham community but avoided Durham itself in a display of the veneration for St Cuthbert that Máel Coluim and his family later showed. At Wearmouth, perhaps by chance but more probably by design, he found Edgar, his mother and sisters, whom he invited to accompany him to Scotland; the invitation was declined, the Æðeling and his family taking ship with the Bishop of Durham to seek refuge on the continent, but they were instead driven northwards.17 According to traditional accounts, when Máel Coluim again saw the elder of Edgar’s sisters, Margaret, he ‘began to yearn’ for her.18 The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle version of this tale, which probably derives from a later hagiography of Margaret,19 presents Edgar, his men and his sister as opposed to the marriage proposal. Máel Coluim persisted until Edgar and Margaret agreed, presumably recognising that the marriage was the only means of securing the king’s aid. The wedding was celebrated before the end of the year.20


This union was of tremendous importance for the political and cultural development of Scotland and the wider British Isles. Its diplomatic ramifications were understood by all parties, Scottish, English and Norman. It immediately changed the nature of Scottish interest in continuing to win the English throne for Edgar; while the prince remained unmarried, any children of his sister’s marriage would stand as heir to Edgar’s claims. The naming of Máel Coluim and Margaret’s children, the first of whom, Edward, was probably born in 1071, is likely to have been made with an eye towards the recovery of the English throne for a descendant of the West Saxon kings. Their Old English names were probably chosen to make them more acceptable to their English subjects; their four eldest sons were named Edward, Edmund, Æðelred and Edgar after Margaret’s paternal forebears from father to great-great-grandfather, and the switch to classical or biblical names for their two remaining sons, Alexander (the greatest pagan ruler) and David (the Hebrew epitome of Godly kingship), happened because the next West Saxon names in the sequence would have been again Edmund and Edward. The same transition can be seen in their two daughters, the elder being Edith, the younger being the biblical Mary. The naming of the first four sons may reflect a period when a son of Máel Coluim’s first marriage was expected to succeed to the throne of Alba and this second family was intended to replace the Normans in England. The switch from Old English to classical and biblical names, however, might reflect an acceptance that by then, probably 1077/8, the possibility of driving out England’s Norman conquerors in an armed uprising was over. By the time that David, their youngest son and possibly youngest child, was born, c.1083–5, that hope was long forgotten by all but the most optimistic of dreamers.


Beyond the choice of their children’s names, Margaret’s wider influence on her husband and his kingdom, especially in religious matters, has been hotly debated.21 Turgot’s ‘Life’ of Margaret, written at the request of her elder daughter, Edith (who became known as Queen Matilda after her marriage to Henry I of England) reveals the eclecticism of Margaret’s religious tastes. Margaret, it tells us, found much that she saw as deficient by contemporary Continental standards, but also found much to praise in Scottish eremitical and ascetic monasticism.22 She has been identified as a pioneer of monastic reform and did write with Máel Coluim to Archbishop Lanfranc at Canterbury to request his aid in that work.23 In response to her letter, Lanfranc sent three monks from the Benedictine priory attached to his cathedral to form the basis for a new Benedictine community attached to the church of the Holy Trinity at Dunfermline.24 In the past, some historians have taken a rather dismissive view of the significance of this foundation, presenting it as small-scale and unimaginative.25 That view, however, fails entirely to see the context within which this first colony of Benedictines in Scotland operated and, whilst it did not perhaps take root in the manner which Benedictine monasticism and its reformist principles had in England,26 the fact that Margaret made a direct appeal to the most eminent reformist clergyman, at whose cathedral one of the key centres of Benedictine reform was based, demonstrates her keen awareness of the profound changes under way south of the border.27


Much has been made of the limited successes of Margaret’s personal efforts in support of the reform movement and their possible demise in the upheavals that followed Máel Coluim’s and her death in 1093. There is no clear evidence that Dunfermline, for example, continued to function as a Benedictine community but, likewise, no hard evidence for its failure. Her real legacy, however, was in the work of her children, who all revealed varying degrees of personal commitment to religious reform, and strong personal piety. Three of her sons, Edgar, Alexander and David, re-established and expanded greatly upon their mother and father’s earlier foundation, while Edith, as Queen Matilda, was noted for her spirituality and as a major patroness of regular religion. As Turgot explains, Margaret literally had the fear of God thrashed into her children:




She gave no less care to her sons than to herself, so that they should be brought up with every attention, and instructed as far as is possible in honourable ways. And because she knew that it is written, ‘he who spares the rod hates his son,’ she had directed the steward of the household to restrain them himself with threats and whippings whenever they erred in infantile naughtiness, as is young children’s way. Through this scrupulous care of their mother, as children they excelled in uprightness of manners many who were more advanced in age: they were ever kind and peaceful among themselves, and the younger everywhere showed honour to the elder. Thus, even at the celebration of mass, when they went forward after their parents to the offering, the younger by no means ventured to go before the elder; but in order of age the elder used to precede the younger.28





Margaret’s impact on Scotland’s religious life after 1070 should not obscure her wider influence. Her arrival was part of a refugee movement that may have been low in number, but had a disproportionate level of influence. Although the high-status refugees from England were few, their settlement in Lothian and southern Fife gave them easier access to the king and opportunities to shape the character of the royal household and its organisation. Margaret, of course, had unique access to her husband, who was open to her cultural novelties. Máel Coluim was no fool, understanding the opportunities his marriage brought to extend Scottish power. He was evidently as keen to see their children educated in his wife’s cultural traditions, for this as much as their names would increase their acceptability in the eyes of their potential English subjects. Turgot indicates that Máel Coluim was devoted to his wife and supported her introduction of the sophistication of the Old English court to his household.29 She encouraged foreign traders to bring exotic finery and rich goods to Scotland, providing an early stimulus to Scottish trade, for the fine products to which she was used were not readily available in Scotland.30 With such imports she brought a semblance of the richness of the Continental and English courts at which she had been raised, and they were used to support the elaborate ceremonial display, based on English models, which she introduced. This elaboration included the presentation of food at banquets and the manners of those serving at table, although native officers like the rannaire, or divider of the meat, retained their place into the middle of the twelfth century.31 In dress and fashions, too, she transformed her husband and his attendants, introducing Continental clothing styles and hairstyles. This may seem to be little more than cosmetic tinkering, but it was tinkering that many amongst Alba’s nobles found too alien. When the king and his wife were dead, the fashionable aura of the court and the exotic clothing of the royal household were amongst the casualties of a conservative backlash.


In terms of external affairs, Máel Coluim’s marriage to Margaret changed his relations with and significance to England’s new Norman rulers. William the Conqueror would have recognised its implications for his control of England; Máel Coluim needed to be either neutralised or contained. In 1072, William invaded Máel Coluim’s kingdom, penetrating the heartland of Alba. In a meeting at Abernethy on the Tay they discussed peace terms, and Máel Coluim became William’s ‘man’ in the way that earlier kings of Alba had accepted the superiority of the West Saxon kings. William also took hostages, including Donnchad, Máel Coluim’s eldest son by his first marriage, before heading south, depriving the fickle Cospatric of his earldom of Northumbria as he went.32 Cospatric was eventually received in Scotland and granted Dunbar and other properties in Lothian by Máel Coluim.33 In his place in Northumbria, William installed Waltheof, son of Siward, the representative of the alternative line of northern earls, whom he tied to his own family through marriage to his niece, Judith.34 Cospatric’s return from Flanders may have been to seek Scottish help to oust Waltheof, but Máel Coluim adhered to his settlement with William.


Máel Coluim, indeed, kept to his agreement, despite efforts by his brother-in-law to draw him into a fresh war in England, and persuaded him to make his peace with William instead.35 Despite the opportunity presented in late 1074, when Earl Waltheof rose in open revolt in Northumbria, Máel Coluim again kept his peace with William.36 It was only in 1079 that Máel Coluim finally broke the Abernethy agreement and raided as far south as the Tyne.37 Opportunity, this time, was too strong to resist, for William was then fighting against his rebellious eldest son, Robert, in Normandy, and his ruler in Northumbria, Walcher, bishop of Durham, lacked the skills to conduct an effective defence. Walcher’s failure to defend the earldom helped to turn the Northumbrians against him; the bishop and his followers were massacred at Gateshead in May 1080.38 It was this outrage rather than Máel Coluim’s raids that triggered a punitive Norman expedition in summer 1080, but Máel Coluim’s action could not go unanswered. While William’s uncle, Odo, the warrior-bishop of Bayeux, harried Northumbria, William sent the newly reconciled Robert into Scotland to deal with Máel Coluim.39 There seems to have been no real fighting, and in a meeting at Falkirk Robert and Máel Coluim renewed the 1072 treaty. On his march south, Robert ordered the construction of a castle across the Tyne from Gateshead, which soon became one of the key fortresses of Northumberland. Although generally dismissed as ineffectual, with the building of Newcastle at the lowest crossing-point of the Tyne, Robert’s campaign delivered a significant northern extension of Norman power beyond Durham.


Máel Coluim kept the peace for over a decade, despite the upheavals occasioned by the death of William I and the partition of the Norman realm. He did not, however, offer his submission to the new English king: he was not William Rufus’s ‘man’ in the way that he had been for William’s father. This omission cannot have been welcome to William Rufus, but so long as Máel Coluim avoided intervention in the renewed northern crisis that erupted in 1088, he was content. For his part, we cannot know how Máel Coluim viewed the steady tightening of the English king’s grip on the northern parts of England after 1088. William’s policy saw new lordships established west of the Pennines to bring Norman power to the southern and eastern edge of Cumbria, over which the Scottish king still exercised rule. There are some contemporary indications of growing friction between the two kings,40 possibly stimulated by William’s tacit encouragement of his nobles to expand their territory at their neighbour’s expense. The final catalyst, however, was possibly William Rufus’s renunciation in 1091 of his father’s settlement with Edgar Æðeling, which saw the confiscation of Edgar’s Norman properties and his flight to Scotland.41 It was only then, in May 1091 when William Rufus was still absent in Normandy, that Máel Coluim launched his assault on the north of England.42 That Máel Coluim attempted to capture Durham suggests that he understood how Norman expansion in the north had become a threat to his own security. In 1091, he was attempting to create a buffer zone between the now well-established Norman presence in Yorkshire and the core of his own kingdom, into which they had penetrated all to easily in the past.


Máel Coluim’s invasion brought William Rufus north in person. He returned from Normandy in late August accompanied by his brother, Duke Robert, with an army and fleet.43 Learning of their approach, Máel Coluim withdrew,44 but was pursued north by William Rufus. Rather than see his own territory invaded, with all the symbolism of weakness that such an event would proclaim, Máel Coluim met William in Northumberland. Once again there was no fighting, with Edgar Æðeling and Duke Robert negotiating a fresh peace between the two kings. Máel Coluim, by that deal, became William’s ‘man’ while in turn William Rufus promised to restore land in England that Máel Coluim had held before. Peace had been restored and all parties appeared to gain something from the new treaty, but by early 1092 there were indications that William Rufus was reneging on the deal. Traditionally, the collapse in Máel Coluim and William Rufus’s relationship has been attributed to William’s seizure of Carlisle, building of a castle there and plantation of an English colony in the surrounding district.45 But when Máel Coluim made his approach to William Rufus in summer 1093, the purpose of his embassy is stated explicitly to have been the honouring of the terms of the 1091 treaty;46 Máel Coluim was simply seeking the implementation of a part of the agreement. What led to the collapse in negotiations between them was William Rufus’s uncompromising stance and his personally insulting treatment of Máel Coluim.47


No one could have foreseen how 1093 would end. Long-distance negotiations between the two kings suggested that conciliation was in the air, with William prepared to be amenable to discussions.48 Suitably mollified and honoured by an impressive escort, Máel Coluim headed south and, in a gesture of reconciliation, paused at Durham to attend the ceremony on 11 August for laying the first foundation stones of the new cathedral, presided over by Bishop William and Prior Turgot, the latter the former chaplain and confessor to Queen Margaret.49 Only two years previously he had subjected the city to a six-month siege, and now Máel Coluim was an honoured guest in a great religious ceremony there. It may be that the ageing warlord was seeking to build bridges in northern England that showed he had come to terms with the new political realities that anchored Northumbria firmly into the Anglo-Norman realm. It took less than a fortnight to travel on from Durham to Gloucester, which he reached on 24 August.50 There, the situation turned rapidly for the worse, for William refused to meet with him or allow any business to be discussed unless Máel Coluim submitted his claims to William’s court. This was unacceptable, for to submit to the judgement of William’s barons would have reduced Máel Coluim to their level, vassals of the English crown. Although he had already agreed to be William Rufus’s ‘man’, he was not prepared to go further and become his vassal. Máel Coluim’s instead demanded that their dispute should be laid before a court of the two kingdoms assembled on the border between them, as was, so he claimed, the tradition in such cases. His request snubbed, Máel Coluim departed in fury for Scotland and immediately raised his wariors to show William what his arrogance meant. Accompanied by Edward, his eldest son by Margaret, with a perhaps inadequate force, he invaded northern England towards the end of October, wreaking bloody devastation across the region.51 As he withdrew north at the end of the raid, on 12 November at Alnwick Máel Coluim encountered a body of Norman knights commanded by Robert de Mowbray, William’s current earl of Northumbria. What ensued is shrouded in myth and propaganda, much of it coloured by subsequent events. According to the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle account, the Normans ambushed Máel Coluim and his party, and Robert’s nephew, Arkil Morel, steward of Bamburgh and a ‘compater’ (a God-relative, gossip or comrade) of Máel Coluim, slew him.52 Whether treacherous betrayal or the unforeseen consequence of a planned stratagem, the death of the king had instant ramifications that reverberated far beyond the field at Alnwick. With him died the will that had held his realm together and which had forced the Scots to accept his vision for the future. The breaking of his iron grip on the realm unleashed a tidal wave that swept away all that he and Margaret had built across the previous quarter-century, almost destroying his family and forcing them into new patterns of dependence that changed the direction of Scotland’s future development. It was from the wreckage of Máel Coluim’s dreams at Alnwick that the future shaping of his youngest son’s experience and ambitions grew.
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Princes in Exile





On 13 November 1093, Máel Coluim III mac Donnchada, king of Scots, was slain in an ambush just to the north of Alnwick in Northumberland.1 It was a violent end to a violent career, whose closing years had been dominated by Máel Coluim’s tempestuous relationship with England’s mercurial second Norman king, William II Rufus. Frustrated by his failure to secure William’s fulfilment of promises that he believed to be central to their relationship and insulted by William’s demand that he should submit his claims to judgement in William’s court, effectively acknowledging his inferior status to the English king, Máel Coluim had resorted to raiding to secure his objectives. In October, accompanied by two of his sons, Edward and Edgar, he had led a war-band into Northumberland and burned and harried a path of destruction the length of the province. Robert de Mowbray, William’s earl of Northumbria, had moved to intercept Máel Coluim on his homeward route, catching up with them near Alnwick on 12 November. A contingent of Robert’s men led by his nephew, Arkil Morel, steward of Bamburgh, ambushed and killed the king early the next morning, using treacherous deception according to some sources. Edward, grievously wounded, was carried from the field by the fleeing remnant of the Scots raiding-party; two days later, he died of his injuries. The sudden death of any ruler can be threatening enough due to the unpreparedness of those around him to manage the transition of power to the next king, but the death of this king and in such circumstances threatened catastrophe for those closest to him.


Máel Coluim’s death was the first of several blows to the Scottish royal house that threatened to break its grip on the throne of Alba. The king had been accompanied on his raid by Edward, eldest son of his second marriage to the Anglo-Saxon princess, Margaret, whom he had wed in 1070. Aged around twenty-two and probably already an experienced warrior, in a break with Scottish royal succession practice, Edward had been designated by his father as his successor in preference to Donnchad, the surviving son of his first marriage to Ingibjorg Finnsdottir,2 or his own brother Domnall Bán. As the king’s designated successor, Edward had accompanied his father probably to gain greater experience of military command and to forge personal links with the men who would give weight and coercive force to his authority in future. His death from his wounds on 15 November turned the crisis of Máel Coluim’s killing into a disaster, not just for their immediate family but also for the wider circle of followers who had given them their loyalty and support since the 1070s. It destroyed Máel Coluim’s plans for the royal succession and threw into doubt the possibility of retaining immediate succession to the throne for another of his sons. While Máel Coluim had lived, he had been able to impose his decision on the destination of the kingship within his direct bloodline on the leaders of the culturally Gaelic kin-groups who dominated the political structures of Alba, despite their probable hesitance and possible opposition to an arrangement that defied generations of Gaelic tradition. The likelihood that his successor would be an adult and experienced man had perhaps strengthened his hand against those who saw his plans for the succession as a dangerous innovation, for Edward would have had the opportunity to demonstrate his king-worthiness through the loot-gathering opportunities that raids into England represented. With Máel Coluim and Edward both dead, all certainty was gone.


For Máel Coluim’s wife and remaining children in Scotland, his sons Edmund, Æðelred, Edgar, Alexander and David,3 and for his close circle of councillors, supporters and dependents, the crisis worsened rapidly. A strong-willed queen such as emerges from the pages of Turgot’s Life of Margaret, composed in the early 1100s for her daughter, Matilda, would perhaps have held her family together and offered effective leadership to the court party who had gathered around her husband.4 As Turgot’s account reveals, however, Margaret had been in poor health for some time, and already confined to her bed in the royal stronghold at Edinburgh since before the king and her sons had ridden south.5 The rumour of their deaths, confirmed four days after the skirmish by the survivor, Edgar, proved fatal. According to Turgot, a brief rally for long enough to hear Edgar’s report of all that had transpired was followed by her complete collapse and rapid death. In just four days, the three central figures in the leadership of the kingdom, to whom the rest of the family had looked for direction and upon whom the future of their lineage depended, had been removed. While leadership of the surviving children of Máel Coluim and Margaret devolved upon Edmund, the next oldest of their sons and aged about twenty, he lacked the authority that his father’s designation had given to Edward. The mormaír (singular mormaer) and toísig (singular toísech) who led the noble kin-groups and ruled the provinces of Alba had perhaps grudgingly accepted Edward’s marking-out by his father;6 they had given no such recognition to Edward’s younger brother.


Embedded within the late fourteenth-century Chronica composed by John of Fordun is a tradition probably derived from a twelfth- or thirteenth-century source that tells how Edmund and his siblings, who had gathered around their mother’s deathbed, found themselves besieged in Edinburgh Castle by the supporters of their uncle, Domnall Bán.7 With Máel Coluim gone and his designated heir also dead, we can assume that many of the native Alban leadership had decided to revert to traditional Gaelic succession practices, whereby Domnall Bán, as the eldest adult male of the royal kindred, could have expected to succeed his brother. Why Máel Coluim had passed over him, and his own sons by Ingibjorg, in favour of Edward is unknown, but it does not seem that Domnall enjoyed any close, positive relationship with his nephews. His whereabouts in November 1093 are unknown; he does not seem to have participated in his brother’s last raid but, if the Fordun narrative is to be trusted, he was close enough to Edinburgh to corner his nephews there within hours of Margaret’s death. It is unlikely, however, that he could have gathered a warband with widespread backing to make a bid for the throne so rapidly, or that he would have attacked the royal fortress at Edinburgh before having first secured his inauguration at Scone. The near-contemporary account of Margaret’s passing, which forms the conclusion of Turgot’s Life of Margaret, states simply that her body was taken to Dunfermline for burial.8 Had her corpse and her children been besieged on the rock by Domnall Bán and his followers, some mention of that incident might have been made by her biographer; no surviving pre-fourteenth-century source makes any mention of such a happening. Fordun’s tale of Margaret’s shrouded corpse being smuggled out by her sons through a postern at the western end of the castle rock, under the cover of a miraculous mist, can be dismissed as part of the saintly legend that grew up around the queen.


Most of the surviving medieval sources, which contain several independent witnesses, agree as to what happened next. Our key narrative is that provided by the D and E manuscripts of the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, the former perhaps produced for Margaret’s children and the latter compiled at Peterborough shortly after 1116, both using a now-lost northern English version of the chronicle text.9 According to that account, the Scots ‘chose’ Domnall as their king ‘and drove out all the English who were with king Malcolm before.’10 Why the Scots ‘chose’ Domnall Bán over any of his nephews is nowhere made clear, but the late Archie Duncan’s suggestion that the at least fifty-three-year-old and apparently son-less senior male of the line was regarded by them as no less king-worthy but certainly more available than his eldest nephew, Donnchad, the Norman hostage of 1072, is credible in putting forward an ‘anyone but a son of Margaret’ rationale.11 By ‘the Scots’, the chronicler presumably meant the leading Gaelic magnates of the kingdom, the mormaír of the great provinces and the toísig who had the leadership of the great territorial kin-groups. ‘The English’ can be taken to refer to the high-status Anglo-Saxon refugees who had fled to Scotland between 1066 and c.1072, and who had formed a prominent clique clustered around Máel Coluim and Margaret. Despite the prima facie racial or cultural dimension to this action, this was probably primarily a political move, for the expanding late eleventh-century Scottish kingdom already contained a substantial English-speaking population in Lothian and Teviotdale. Its target was precise: those who had been ‘with’ Máel Coluim, i.e. those who could have been expected to look to Margaret’s children for leadership and who would have formed the core of any group likely to have advanced the candidacy for the throne of the next heir of that line. The men who had decided on Domnall Bán’s king-worthiness were taking a simple precautionary step to remove all potential threats to their chosen king.


If Edmund and his remaining brothers had not already fled when the Anglo-Saxon émigré group was expelled, their position within Scotland would have become dangerously exposed once Domnall Bán assumed the kingship. Possession of Edinburgh could have provided a foothold close to the kingdom’s political centres, but it is likely that the leaders of Gaelic Alba north of the River Forth had swiftly aligned with Domnall Bán before the end of 1093. Fordun’s uncorroborated fourteenth-century account of events claims that Edmund’s maternal uncle, Edgar Æðeling, recognised the danger facing Margaret’s surviving sons and arranged their safe passage to England,12 but earlier accounts simply state that Domnall Bán drove them into exile.13 It was, therefore, perhaps early in 1094 that David, a boy aged no more than ten or eleven, was taken with his elder brothers to meet King William Rufus. They found him at Hastings on the Sussex coast, where he was awaiting favourable weather for a crossing to Normandy. Even to a boy as young as David in 1094, it must have seemed a bitter irony that they had come to seek aid from the man whose actions the previous summer had sparked the crisis that had led them to that point. Nor can the irony of that situation have been lost on William, but, ever the opportunist, he had already seen the potential to draw tremendous political capital from this unlooked-for outcome from Máel Coluim’s death. By the time David and his elder brothers reached Hastings, William had already made a decision that was designed to give him an unprecedented level of control on England’s unpredictable and still ill-defined northern border. There was clear advantage for him in helping one of Máel Coluim’s sons to win the Scottish throne; it was, however, none of the refugees who arrived with Edgar Æðeling.


Amongst the knights gathered in William’s household was another Scot, the exiled princes’ half-brother Donnchad mac Máel Coluim, whom he had chosen to advance as a challenger against Domnall Bán. Now in his full adulthood, Donnchad had remained at the Anglo-Norman court after 1087, when he had been freed by William Rufus.14 Although later stigmatised as nothus (a bastard) by the chronicler William of Malmesbury,15 probably as part of a wider effort to de-legitimise his descendants’ claims to the Scottish throne, no contemporary account suggests that he was anything other than the lawful heir of Máel Coluim in terms of primogeniture. Brought up for over twenty years amongst the noble youths of the Norman court, Donnchad was effectively Normanised. His identification with Norman aristocratic culture was capped by William II’s bestowal of knightly status on him, probably at the time of his release in 1087, when the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle states that he was ‘honoured with military arms’. With his boyhood and youth spent in England and Normandy, Scotland must have seemed culturally alien to him and, especially after Margaret had begun to provide his father with a new brood of sons, potentially he saw it as a hostile environment. Certainly, there is no evidence for his return to Scotland and equally little sign that Máel Coluim showed any interest in the fate of his eldest son other than to make it clear Donnchad was not his preferred successor. Máel Coluim, however, is likely to have feared support amongst the Scottish nobles for a possible future claim by Donnchad, for his decision to designate Edward indicates an unequivocal rejection of any right to the kingship for his eldest surviving child in favour of his first-born son of his second marriage.16 Presumably, Máel Coluim had seen the risk of weakness and division for his kingdom in a disputed succession between the sons of his two marriages and had opted for the rights of the child who also had an inherited claim to the English throne over the youth whose maternal heritage was less prestigious. Whatever the case, the implication in the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle account of the events of 1093–4 is that Donnchad had chosen to remain close to the English court following his release from hostage status, despite his freedom to return to his northern homeland.17


The clutch of half-brothers gathered at Hastings in 1094 must have presented a striking series of contrasts. On the one hand there was Donnchad, approaching thirty years of age, a trained knight at the height of his physical powers, and a man of probably known qualities to the English king. On the other, his eldest surviving half-brother, Edmund, was almost ten years younger, militarily untried and cutting an outlandish figure in his probably Anglo-Saxon-styled Scottish clothing.18 His younger brothers each would have presented a progressively less promising sight as candidates for a kingship where physical strength and warrior skills were essential tools for success, with Alexander and David, the two youngest probably still pre-pubescent. More tellingly, through their mother’s heritage, Edmund, Æðelred, Edgar, Alexander and David were all possible pretenders to the throne of Donnchad’s Norman patron. It is unlikely that Donnchad had met any of his half-siblings before their flight to England, but it was probably clear from the outset on that first encounter that none of them were guaranteed a place in their eldest brother’s plans. When Donnchad knelt before William Rufus, offered him his future military service in return for a grant of his father’s kingdom, and gave homage to him when he bestowed Scotland on him,19 his half-brothers had no choice but to recognise his superior right as the first-born of their father’s line and clearly the most king-worthy amongst them.


As he was about to embark on his own military campaign against his elder brother, Duke Robert, for control of Normandy, William could not send Donnchad north with the armed might of England at his back. Instead, he permitted his protégé to garner what support he could amongst his Norman associates in England. A contingent of knights joined him, probably won over by the opportunity for plunder and reward in Scotland. In late spring 1094, when Donnchad headed north to challenge their uncle for the kingship, he may have been accompanied by Edmund, Æðelred and Edgar, but the younger boys, Alexander and David, remained at William’s court, hostages in all but name and representing a second opportunity for William should his chosen first candidate’s bid for the Scottish throne fail. In addition to military support, Donnchad also sought saintly aid on his northward march. Stopping at Durham to visit the shrine of St Cuthbert, he gave the monks there a charter bestowing on them the lands associated with the former monastery at Tyninghame in East Lothian which seem by then to have pertained to the church of St Andrews, lands on which he had not yet even set foot.20 The charter, bearing the illiterate king’s X, and describing him as ‘son of King Máel Coluim, heritably certain king of Scotland’,21 is witnessed by a number of men bearing Anglo-Scandinavian names, possibly members of his body of knights whom he had recruited for his adventure. Amongst them is one Scot, Malcolomb or Máel Coluim, and a man named Edgar, possibly his younger half-brother of that name. There is mention of the agreement of his brothers to this gift, who were presumably present at the time of its granting, but none is named for certain as a witness. Armed with the blessings of the heirs of St Cuthbert, Donnchad and his warband continued north into Scottish territory.


No detail survives of the campaign that followed, but in May or June 1094 the invaders defeated Domnall Bán although they failed to kill or capture him. Instead, they drove him from the heartland of the kingdom, and Donnchad was established as king in his stead.22 Donnchad’s rule, however, was founded on a military conquest and, despite his ancestry, he appears to have enjoyed little support among the ruling elite of his new kingdom; his twenty-two year absence and clear preference for living amongst Normans and English rendered him an alien to the Gaelic lords north of the Forth. Thus, he remained dependent on the ‘English and French’ whom he had recruited at William Rufus’s court and possibly members of that group of Anglo-Saxon émigrés who had been driven from Scotland the previous year which had probably included members of the exiled Northumbrian House of Bamburgh. As Donnchad’s gift of Tyninghame to the monks of Durham indicates, he was keen to secure or maintain support within the formerly Northumbrian districts of Lothian where the dispossessed Earl Cospatric had been a great beneficiary of Máel Coluim’s generosity with an earldom based on Dunbar; Cospatric and his family would have been major losers if the anti-English reaction in winter 1093–4 led to further action against such prominent beneficiaries of Máel Coluim’s patronage.23 Mutual interest, however, also dictated that there should be cooperation between Donnchad and Cospatric’s sons, arising from Donnchad’s marriage to Octreda, daughter of Cospatric’s younger son, Waltheof.24 When the marriage occurred is unknown, but it had taken place long enough before his campaign to produce more than one child, referred to as mea infantes in Donnchad’s charter to Durham.25 Valuable though such a match would have been in securing Donnchad’s strong support from the leading English noblemen of the southern portion of his kingdom, where Northumbrian influence remained strong, it did nothing to establish his position within the Gaelic heartland of Alba. Indeed, it may have further stimulated the hostility of many of those nobles who had reacted against English influence six months previously.


From the events of the autumn and winter of 1094, it seems that Donnchad had overestimated the scale of his victory over his uncle. Even worse, he had underestimated animosity among the leading kindreds of Gaelic Alba to his ‘English and French’ supporters, who included the sons of Máel Coluim’s English wife whom they had rejected and driven out the previous year. Archie Duncan suggested that Donnchad may have promised Edmund an appanage in return for his support in winning the throne, possibly in Lothian and Teviotdale, and this reintroduction of the head of the line expelled in favour of Domnall Bán could have been what galvanised the reaction against his rule.26 Later in 1094, unspecified opponents within Alba staged a rising that seems to have been directed chiefly at removing Donnchad’s mercenaries and foreign friends rather than deposing him.27 Again, there is neither a Scottish source nor any surviving detailed account of what occurred beyond the terse statements of the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle; there was a rising by ‘some of the Scots’, Donnchad was defeated and the majority of his military backers slain. That the hostility was directed chiefly against the foreign clique whom he had reinstated is revealed in the settlement that followed this defeat, which is described by the near-contemporary chronicler Florence of Worcester (d.1118) He reported that the Scots intimated to Donnchad that they would accept him as king if he expelled the remaining foreigners and sought no further military aid from England.28 Donnchad had little choice but to accept their terms, but without his knights he was effectively powerless. Furthermore, the expelled foreigners might again have included his half-brothers, a move that might have alienated Edmund utterly from him.


Effectively isolated in a land where he had few friends, Donnchad soon faced a rising by men who still regarded Domnall Bán as preferable to a king who appeared culturally alien to them and who represented a family and a regime that they distrusted instinctively. While his uncle’s supporters had been defeated in Donnchad’s first assault, Domnall Bán had escaped and in the last months of 1094 struck back against his nephew. Late in the year, apparently with Domnall Bán’s knowledge, Donnchad was killed at Mondynes in Glenbervie by Máel Pedair, ‘earl’ or mormaer of the Mearns, the head of one of the leading kin-groups of the region between the river North Esk and the Mounth.29 There are historical traditions of enmity between the rulers of the Angus and Mearns districts and the segment of the royal family from which Donnchad was descended, extending back into the later tenth-century reign of King Cináed II (971–95), and it is possible that this latest bloodshed represented a continuation of an old feud.30 The circumstances of his death are not given in any detail in any early chronicle account but there is no hint of a battle, perhaps implying a more opportunistic killing. Donnchad’s widow, Octreda, who may not have accompanied him into Scotland on his campaign or joined him once Domnall Bán’s supporters had been dispersed, escaped the wreckage of her husband’s adventure. She and her children might have remained in the safety of her family lands in Allerdale in Cumberland, close to Scotland but sufficiently distant to ensure their safety from Domnall Bán’s assassins. There, her son, best-known by his Normanised designation William fitz Duncan, was raised to manhood. In this boy’s name, probably given in honour of William Rufus who had liberated his hostage father in 1087 and later advanced him to the Scottish throne, we see how far this line of the royal house of Alba had already drifted from its Gaelic cultural heritage and perhaps a further glimpse of the reasons why the native nobility of Alba had rejected it so violently.


With his rival dead, the elderly Domnall Bán resumed the kingship. In England, William Rufus must have looked north with a high degree of dissatisfaction and concern, for it was likely that the Scottish king would now use the fact of English and Norman support for his nephew as an excuse to launch plundering raids southwards. Pre-emption was preferable to waiting for Domnall Bán’s retaliation, but Donnchad’s young son was useless to William Rufus in his plans for the control of Scotland. An alternative had to be found and, as Donnchad’s only full brother, Domnall, had died in 1085,31 the English king looked to Donnchad’s half-brothers for his next candidate. In age-order, that should have been Edmund, but the unthinkable had already happened: Edmund had broken ranks with his siblings and their exiled supporters and apparently reached an understanding with his uncle. Two sources, the Annals of Ulster and the account offered by the later twelfth century English chronicler, William of Malmesbury, state that Edmund conspired with Domnall Bán to kill Donnchad, the latter suggesting that in return Edmund gained half of the kingdom.32 If we accept Duncan’s hypothesis that Donnchad had originally promised his half-brother rule over the southern regions of the Scottish kingdom but had been forced to renege on that deal when the Scots’ political leadership had imposed on him the expulsion of his English and French backers as the price for their recognition of his kingship, the rapprochement between Domnall Bán’ and Edmund becomes more understandable. While external sources might regard his actions as treacherous, Edmund had adopted a pragmatic approach to securing not just his own future but also his wider family’s rights in the Scottish royal succession. He had recognised that Donnchad lacked the authority within Scotland to re-establish his half-siblings in the kingdom and his weakness in this regard presented Edmund with a stark choice between turning again to England for aid to impose his kingship upon the Scots or cutting a deal with his uncle that might bring the throne to him in time.


We do not know if Domnall Bán had any sons, but the Comyn family in the 1290s claimed descent from his granddaughter, Hextilda.33 If Domnall Bán had only daughters, it is possible that Edmund capitalised on his uncle’s lack of a direct male heir to regain his own place in the succession. Such a deal had the added benefit of freeing him from dependency on William Rufus’s military aid in gaining his throne, and the consequences that flowed from that dependence. Reading between the lines of the chroniclers’ accounts, it seems that Edmund was either recognised by Domnall as king-designate, or was given an actual share of the kingship, perhaps ruling over the south-eastern quadrant of the kingdom where his family’s supporters were most thickly spread. From this remove in time we can see the pragmatism in what Edmund achieved, but do not and never will know if he consulted with his brothers before reaching out to their uncle; their subsequent actions suggest that he had not. What we do know is that the decision alienated Edmund from the remainder of his family. It also infuriated William Rufus, who wished to see a subservient vassal as king of Scots, not a man who owed him nothing. Domnall Bán was no inexperienced youth and Edmund had met with and understood the English king’s thinking. Neither of them would have expected William Rufus to react otherwise than with hostility after the killing of Donnchad, who had given him homage and whom William was honour-bound to avenge. Uncle and nephew needed friends who might distract William’s attention from them and they seem to have been quick to ally themselves with the English king’s enemies. In 1094–5, ironically, those arrayed against William were led by Robert de Mowbray, earl of Northumbria, the man ultimately responsible for killing Edmund’s father. A long-term supporter of William’s elder brother, Duke Robert of Normandy, Earl Robert had become involved in a conspiracy with a network of disaffected barons to supplant the sons of William the Conqueror with an alternative ruler.34 Early in 1095, having refused three summonses to attend William’s court, Earl Robert rose in revolt against William Rufus, who first sent his younger brother Henry north to deal with the earl’s rising before himself heading north in the summer with a large army. Until the rapid unravelling of de Mowbray’s position in late summer 1095, Domnall Bán and Edmund probably saw him as constituting a buffer between William Rufus and themselves. It was an understandable alliance based on the principle of ‘my enemy’s enemy is my friend’ but it surely compounded Edmund’s crimes in William’s eyes, for it ensured that the English king would move against them, too, whenever the opportunity arose.


That opportunity was not slow to emerge, for William seems to have been approached by Edmund’s younger brother, Edgar, with a request for his aid in winning the Scottish throne and a promise of service in return. William had returned from Normandy in January 1095,35 and almost immediately recognised Edgar, as king of Scots, passing over the second-surviving of the brothers, Æðelred, who may have already committed himself to the church.36 Through the first half of 1095, however, King William’s energies were focused on the stability of the border with the Welsh princes and with a protracted dispute with Archbishop Anselm of Canterbury either to go north in person against de Mowbray or to resolve Scottish affairs. The political relationship between the king and Robert de Mowbray, perhaps always uneasy after the earl’s initial involvement in the 1088 rebellion in support of Duke Robert, had been made worse by competition for power in Northumbria between de Mowbray and the bishop of Durham, in which the king had backed Bishop William.37 The trigger for rebellion, however, arose from a blatant act of piracy by Robert and his men, which was followed by Earl Robert’s defiance of explicit instruction from the king to make restitution to the despoiled merchants. Failure to answer the king’s orders led to Earl Robert being declared contumacious and, when William refused to accept hostages or permit Robert to come under safe-conduct to court to justify his actions, drove him into a full-scale rebellion linked to a wider baronial conspiracy against the king. The widespread distribution of the rebellion throughout England makes it certain that Earl Robert had been active in building his network of allies, but with first the despatch of Count Henry and then his own northern campaign, William showed that he was prepared by May 1095 to take the conflict straight to Robert’s power-base in the north.


William Rufus spent much of the second half of 1095 in Northumbria in a campaign broken only by a brief foray to Wales in September to reinforce Earl Hugh of Shrewsbury. Following the swift over-running of de Mowbray’s castles at Newcastle and Morpeth, the centrepiece of William’s operations north of the Tyne was the siege of the earl within his earldom’s caput at the ancient Northumbrian royal citadel, Bamburgh. It is at this point that Edgar appears to have been deployed by William as part of wider operations intended to block any aid reaching the earl from his Scottish allies or his slipping away to refuge north of the border. Edgar was sent to secure ‘Lothian’, the Scottish-held district of Northumbria that lay between the rivers Tweed and Forth, where his father’s associate Earl Cospatric held an earldom that centred on Dunbar and commanded one of the key routes from the Edinburgh district towards the Tweed crossings and the main theatre of conflict in the Northumberland coastal plain. Our sources of evidence for such action are largely circumstantial, but Archie Duncan argued that a charter in favour of the monks of Durham, which Edgar issued during an assembly gathered in the churchyard at Norham on the English side of the Tweed, points strongly in that direction.38 In his charter, Edgar was styled as the ‘son of Máel Coluim king of Scots’, not as king of Scots himself. This distinction is further emphasised by his description as only ‘possessing the whole land of Lothian and the kingship of Scotland by the gift of my lord William, king of the English, and by paternal heritage’. What is being made clear by this formula is that he held the northern part of Northumbria by the gift of the English king but that his right to the throne was hereditary. It is explicit that he did not yet have possession of Scotland, but his status as its rightful king is implicit in the styling. What Duncan suggested from this is that King William, had given formal recognition of Edgar’s rights to the kingship (and, by extension, his rejection of those of Edmund and Æðelred), and that he had possibly invested him with a symbol of his kingly status (perhaps a crown or diadem),39 before sending him against Domnall Bán and Edmund. Amongst the witnesses to Edgar’s act were Alexander and David, almost certainly referring to his two remaining brothers, and his uncle, Edgar Æðeling.40 Together, this group formed Scotland’s royal lineage-in-exile and constituted a powerful nucleus around which all Scots hostile to Domnall Bán could rally. It was an important series of signals that were being sent but they did not mean that Edgar was yet operating with widely accepted royal power.


The act’s reference to Edgar ‘possessing the whole land of Lothian’, and the subject-matter of the charter (which deals with Durham’s rights in property in Berwickshire), suggests strongly that the expedition had succeeded in gaining control of the predominantly Anglian south-east of the Scottish kingdom. Durham’s support was secured through confirmation of claims to Berwick and Coldingham, possibly compensating St Cuthbert’s community for their failure to secure his half-brother’s award to them of Tyninghame. It was an important signal of recognition that the primarily Northumbrian leadership of Lothian and Teviotdale would have understood, possibly setting the capstone on Edgar’s securing of control over the lower reaches of the Tweed’s watershed. That, however, was to be the limit of Edgar’s success in 1095, despite his likely eagerness to press on with the offensive against his uncle and brother to secure the kingdom in which he had been invested by William Rufus. English priorities, however, were already forcing William to focus his efforts elsewhere. Thus, when the northern campaign resulted in Earl Robert’s capture at Tynemouth and his wife’s subsequent surrender of Bamburgh late in the year,41 William headed immediately south for his Christmas court at Windsor. In January 1096, he presided over the courts at which Earl Robert and his fellow conspirators were tried and sentenced, but rather than then throwing his weight behind Edgar as a means to securing the north permanently, he instead started negotiations with his elder brother, Duke Robert, who had taken the cross and planned to go on crusade. The near penniless duke offered his covetous younger brother control of Normandy for three years in return for 10,000 marks of silver to finance his crusading venture. Throughout summer 1096, therefore, the English king was preoccupied with raising the promised cash and in September he sailed for Normandy to take possession of the duchy. When his brother started his journey towards the Holy Land in the late autumn, William remained in Normandy to secure his grip on his acquisition.42


In all of this business, Edgar was a powerless by-stander, forced into inaction by his patron’s sudden diversion onto another project. He had to wait longer yet, for William Rufus did not return to England until early April 1097. William still had other priorities than Scotland, for the Welsh marches had remained unstable since the conflicts of 1094 and 1095. Edgar, however, appears to have persisted in requests for further aid from the English king, until in late summer 1097, William granted Edgar the military backing that he needed to secure his throne from his uncle and brother. It was soon after Michaelmas (29 September) that his preparations were completed and the army marched north.43 The account of the campaign offered by the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle states that overall command was held by Edgar’s uncle, Edgar Æðeling. It also makes it clear that the English army faced stiff opposition before it prevailed. Apart from reference to one ‘hard-fought battle’ in that same account, we have little details of what occurred when or where. The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle narrative states simply that Domnall Bán was driven out the kingdom and how, having installed his nephew as the vassal of William Rufus, Edgar Æðeling thereupon withdrew to England. No timescale is offered for this sequence of events, but the experience of 1094 suggests that the consolidation of Edgar’s hold on the throne is unlikely to have been swift and it is likely that his uncle remained in Scotland with his army for some time before withdrawing. William of Malmesbury, writing several decades later, claims that rather than escaping, Domnall Bán was ‘slain by the craftiness’ of his youngest nephew, David,44 whose presence on the 1097 campaign is not otherwise recorded. The twelfth-century portion of the Chronicle of Melrose follows the basic account of events offered by the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, but an inserted section refers to the capture of Domnall Bán by Edgar, his condemnation by his nephew and sentence to perpetual imprisonment.45 A third source, a verse chronicle inserted into the Melrose chronicle, states that Domnall Bán was captured by Edgar, blinded, and died subsequently at Rescobie near Forfar, from where his body was carried for burial on Iona.46 The fate of Edmund is yet more obscure. William of Malmesbury claims that he was captured and spent the remainder of his life in chains, instructing that at death his body should be buried in those chains as a symbol of his penance for involvement in Donnchad’s death.47 It appears, however, that Edgar Æðeling removed his disgraced nephew from Scotland when he returned from the campaign, for the Chronicle of the Kings of Scotland claims that ‘Edmund . . . a most vigorous man and servant of God, and most devout through this present life, rests buried in Montacute’,48 a Cluniac abbey in Somerset. Perhaps faced with a choice of mutilation and imprisonment or entry into religion, Edmund understandably had chosen the latter and died at an unknown date, ignored by his brothers, as a monk, far from the kingdom that had been so tantalisingly close to his possession.


For Edgar, Edmund’s actions in 1094 had evidently meant an irreconcilable rupture in any fraternal bond between them. Edmund’s rejection of William Rufus’s lordship, moreover, had added the hostility of the English king to that of his brothers, and once William Rufus’s superior wealth and military resources were brought to bear, the reign of Domnall Bán and the aspirations of his eldest surviving nephew to succeed him as king were doomed. In his place, William Rufus installed a loyal vassal who remained true to his oaths to the English king. While William made no onerous demands for service from Edgar, his superiority over him was unquestioned and England gained four decades of stability on its northern border. Edgar was left to his own devices within Scotland and his main concern was to consolidate his grip on the throne and to restore the political equilibrium that his father had succeeded in imposing in the last decade of his life. He seems also to have been concerned with securing freedom from external threats, evidenced in the treaty that he is said to have arranged in 1098 with Magnus Bareleg, king of Norway, whose campaigns in the Hebrides and Irish Sea region had destabilised the whole of the maritime west of the British Isles.49 If this agreement did take the form suggested by the late twelfth- and early thirteenth-century sources which are our only evidence for its existence, however, Edgar was disengaging himself from a region where Scottish royal power was at best ephemeral.


Another facet of Edgar’s provision for stability and the security of his family’s grip on the Scottish throne appears to have been his arrangements for the future succession. Edgar was unmarried, and although in 1097 at best aged only in his early twenties, it appears that he aimed to ensure that there was a clear programme of succession planned out and that the noble families of Alba could be engaged with to avoid a repeat of their dissent in 1093. To secure stability, therefore, he provided his younger brother, Alexander, with an appanage in Scotland that was intended to mark him out as the designated successor.50 The teenage David, however, despite the role in the downfall of Domnall Bán that some sources accord him, received no such recognition. The last certain evidence for his presence in Scotland is in or shortly after 1097, when David and Alexander were at Abernethy on the south bank of the Tay, where they confirmed their elder brother Æðelred’s gift to the Celi Dé of Loch Leven.51 From the next six years, there is no concrete evidence for David’s location, let alone his activities. Like Count Henry in England and Normandy, for David the future offered only a peripheral role as a dependent of his elder brothers, unless he could carve a career for himself elsewhere.
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From Brother of the Queen to Prince of the Cumbrians





Despite the success of David’s elder brother, Edgar, in winning the throne of Scotland, for David himself there was no change in his political significance. Neither Edgar nor their other active brother, Alexander, seems to have given any thought to the needs of their youngest male sibling. Although probably by then at least pubescent, David was still too young to carve an independent path through the world, as yet lacking the training as a warrior or administrator that would render him useful to the kind of lord who could reward service with office, wealth and a good marriage. Perhaps King William saw some use in keeping the youngest brother of his Scottish king at his court, but there is no record of David in the context of the English royal household at this time. He may have taken advice on his options from his uncle, Edgar Æðeling, who had made his peace with England’s Norman conquerors and secured land and wealth that, while it barely compensated him for the loss of his wider royal heritage, had given him status and influence in the Anglo-Norman realm. The Æðeling knew that royal birth meant nothing without either access to the inherited wealth that was essential to attract men into his service, or to a patron who could use his protégé’s royal blood to promote his own political agenda. England’s first two Norman kings had understood how having the heir to England’s West Saxon royal line alive in their realm and recognising their kingship strengthened their position; David could have a similar usefulness to William II. Without a patron David’s prospects must have looked bleak, for even a good marriage to an heiress who could bring land and wealth to a landless and penniless princeling was impossible to obtain without the support of one of the magnates who orbited around the king. If William Rufus had any active interest in furthering David’s career, however, he showed no public sign of it. But it is likely that David did find himself a place on the margins of the royal household amongst the aspiring noble youths looking to win advancement through service to the crown. Sharp elbows were needed to succeed amongst that ambitious cadre of young would-be knights and, despite his attachment to the king’s household, he still needed a powerful patron to find openings for him, and to protect and advance his career further.


An unexpected turn of events in the New Forest in Hampshire on 2 August 1100 brought an unforeseen improvement in David’s personal fortunes, although he was an entirely passive bystander to the political drama that unfolded around him. Whether as the result of a hunting accident or a planned assassination, King William’s death at the hands of Walter Tirel removed a king at the height of his power, leaving leaderless the narrow clique of men who formed the inner circle of his government.1 William also lacked a direct heir, leaving the succession open to either of his two brothers, the elder Duke Robert of Normandy and the younger Count Henry. Seizing the opportunity fate had presented, Henry, who had been in the New Forest hunting party, rode immediately to secure the royal treasury at Winchester and, with it, the vacant throne. From there, Henry headed for London and was crowned at Westminster Abbey on 5 August, just three days after his brother’s death.2 Despite the ease of this success, Henry understood that he needed to entrench his position to resist the inevitable challenge from his eldest brother. Duke Robert was a more appealing figure than Henry and his little brother knew it; he was a successful crusader, recently married and likely to produce the heir that would offer the stability in Anglo-Norman politics that the noble community needed. Henry was, by 1100, probably entering his thirty-third year.3 Although he had already fathered numerous bastard offspring, he remained unmarried. He needed a suitable bride, and rapidly, for a political marriage would help to secure his position in England.


Over the first three months of his reign, Henry busied himself settling the legacy of political and ecclesiastical disputes left by William. Amidst this all, however, he was also preparing for marriage. In November 1100, Henry married Edith, David’s elder sister, who took the Norman name Matilda. The rationale for his choice of bride is clear; her lineage rendered her a perfect partner for a king tightening his hold on a still culturally divided and politically fractured kingdom. Claims by the chronicler Hermann of Tournai that Henry had promised Edith’s father before 1093 that he would marry her, and would only break his oath should there be a canonical reason to prevent their marriage, are fantasy.4 It is unlikely in 1093 that Henry would have been considered a suitable candidate for Edith’s hand by either her father or King William, given his then essentially landless and prospectless position, but even more so the potential dynastic connotations of such a union; William would not hand his distrusted younger brother the advantage of marriage to the eldest available heiress of the West Saxon royal house. In 1100, however, those same dynastic factors drew Henry to her, and he pulled multiple political and ecclesiastical strings to overcome serious obstacles in the path of their marriage. The most difficult of these to set aside was the roughly fifteen years that Edith had spent in a nunnery and the persistent rumours that she had become a nun.


David’s aunt, Christina, had returned to England from Scotland in 1086 to become a nun at the rich and influential Benedictine nunnery at Romsey in Hampshire, which had been founded c.907 by their ancestor, King Edward the Elder, and re-founded in 967 by King Edgar.5 There is no certain evidence to support the suggestion, but it is possible that David’s sister, the five-year-old Edith, had accompanied their aunt. It is known that Romsey functioned as a refuge for aristocratic Anglo-Saxon ladies in the years immediately following 1066. Many noble widows and heiresses had entered religion in the nunnery to escape the unwanted attention of England’s Norman conquerors, but, two decades later, it was attracting the patronage of those same Normans. It was thus into a wealthy, influential and intensely aristocratic sisterhood that Christina was accepted, her royal blood guaranteeing her entry and rapid advancement. Romsey, however, was more than a place of religious seclusion; it also functioned as a schooling place for young noblewomen with no religious vocation. It is possible that Edith’s parents were preparing her for marriage to a senior member of the Norman nobility, if not into the ducal house itself, and were giving her an education that would prepare her for her future life in Norman England. Once well removed from Scotland, however, Christina may have encouraged Edith to take the veil; later rumours alleged that her parents had ‘consecrated [her] to the service of God’, although the Canterbury monk, Eadmer, recorded in the early 1100s that Edith had utterly opposed that future.6 He, however, was setting out the ‘official’ account circulated at the time of her betrothal to Henry. That cited the authority of Archbishop Anselm, who had accepted Edith’s explanation that the reason she had worn a nun’s veil had been a stratagem of her aunt to protect her ‘from the raging lust of the Normans’. Edith swore that she had never professed as a nun and informed Anselm that Christina had been a harsh overseer, beating her physically and mentally if she took off her veil. She also claimed that her father had chanced to see her once wearing a nun’s veil (possibly on his last visit to the English court at Gloucester), and had been so infuriated by the sight that he tore it from her head and had called down ‘God’s hatred upon the one who put it upon me’. It is unlikely that Edith overstated the rigour of Christina’s regimen, for her aunt, whose royal blood had secured her the abbacy of Romsey, had a reputation for severity. Christina was not, however, simply safeguarding her niece physically and spiritually from the ‘raging lust of the Normans’; she was preserving a valuable political pawn. As a daughter of Margaret and niece of the unmarried Anglo-Saxon heir, Edgar Æðeling, Edith’s future marriage was an issue of immense political importance, for she would bring her husband a legitimate claim to the English throne. In the early 1090s, therefore, Edith’s marriage was diplomatically sensitive. It has even been suggested that it was the subject of the agreement that Máel Coluim sought to have William Rufus honour when they met at Gloucester.7 It is doubtful that it was the primary factor behind the two kings falling out, but Edith’s marriage may have been one element in Anglo-Scottish diplomacy since before 1093.


All accounts of events in late 1100 agree that Edith’s personal status was of serious concern to Henry. Strong rumours concerning his intended wife’s possible profession as a nun were openly circulating within the kingdom.8 Three principal sources provide some information concerning Edith’s pre-1100 career that throws some dim light on the substance behind these rumours. The nearest to events was Eadmer, who was present at Archbishop Anselm’s interrogation of the princess in 1100, when the archbishop examined her on the nature of her time in the nunneries at first Romsey in Hampshire and then in the 1090s at Wilton near Salisbury in Wiltshire. As a monk at Canterbury, he had subsequent access to the record of that event. Orderic Vitalis, although based in Normandy and remote from the scene of events, was extraordinarily well informed about the great political affairs of the time. Hermann of Tournai was remoter still but claimed to have discussed the question of Edith’s marriage with Anselm, apparently c.1106 during the archbishop’s exile from England. None offer a complete account, and all wrote considerably after Edith’s marriage, when subsequent political and religious events had coloured their views and introduced biases that can be seen most clearly in Eadmer’s and Hermann’s narratives. It is Eadmer who first states that Edith had been in the nunnery at Wilton in the 1090s, describing it as ‘where [she] had been brought up’. His claim is repeated by Hermann, who includes a statement by the unnamed abbess of Wilton concerning events that had occurred there in c.1093.9 These events appear to be corroborated by a letter written in March 1094 by Archbishop Anselm to Bishop Osmund of Salisbury, the diocesan bishop for the nunnery at Wilton, setting out the business as he understood it.10 Anselm advised Osmund that although he was aware that Edith had broken her profession and was living in the world, he had taken no action until then to require her return. According to his letter, his inaction arose from his suspicion that she had been coerced into her decision, or possibly encouraged to do it by ‘the king’. Here, Anselm was being frustratingly if not discreetly vague in identifying which king he meant, her father Máel Coluim or William Rufus. Anselm added that he had asked William for his view on the matter, and was convinced when he had expressed no interest in Edith’s fate. William, indeed, had apparently denied any objections to her return to Wilton and stated that his only obligation towards her was for her personal safety and support. If William had entertained plans for Edith’s marriage, by early 1094 those plans had been dismissed. Reassured by William’s apparent diffidence, Anselm instructed Osmund to enforce Edith’s return to Wilton and to report the outcome.


No reply from Osmund survives to inform us what ensued, but the events of 1100 indicate that Edith did re-enter the nunnery. Henry wanted the marriage; indeed, he needed it desperately. His calculation is clear: a union between the senior female member of the House of Wessex outside religion, a lineal descendant of Alfred the Great, and a son of William of Normandy, would deliver legitimacy to what many in England still perceived as a line of usurpers and win him vital domestic backing against the anticipated challenge from Duke Robert. The urgency of his need is revealed by his agreement that Anselm, supported by a panel of senior clerics, should undertake a full inquest into Edith’s status as a professed nun or unprofessed laywoman. Anselm, however, can have had no doubt that the king was settled on marrying her and would have understood the political context for Henry’s need to ensure that the marriage was free from any scandal that could affect the legal status of their children. For his father’s generation, canonically irregular liaisons had not prevented the resultant offspring from inheriting, as William the Conqueror himself exemplified, but the growing power of canon law in respect of marriage and inheritance had changed that. Henry wished to establish a secure and lasting dynasty, not one that could be challenged over its fundamental canonical legitimacy. Handing the issue over to the relevant Church authorities, therefore, was no clever or cynical ploy on Henry’s part; it was necessity.


Anselm’s previous encounter with Edith had ended with his instruction that she be returned to her nunnery. There had seemed to be no question then over her status, although as a recently orphaned thirteen-year-old she may have welcomed a return to the security of the convent after her experiences of the world’s painful realities. William of Malmesbury, writing with the benefit of hindsight after the civil wars of the late 1130s and 1140s, was at pains to record that Henry had been unwilling to proceed with his marriage plans until the question of Edith’s professed status was settled. Eadmer, however, makes no reference to the 1094 situation in his account of the 1100 inquiry; that inconvenient truth seems to have been brushed quietly under the carpet.11 Edith seems to have shared Henry’s keenness to settle their marriage, and took the initiative in securing an audience with Anselm to set out her case. Even Eadmer’s cautious record of that meeting cannot disguise the archbishop’s reluctance to give the marriage his unqualified blessing. To settle his own and others’ doubts, Anselm referred the issue to a wider panel of experts who were diligent in securing evidence from witnesses who included the abbess of Wilton.12 To modern eyes, the outcome appears something of a fudge: they pronounced that whilst Edith may occasionally have worn a veil to protect her from unwanted suitors, she had never given her profession as a nun, nor had she intended to do so. This judgement freed the way for her marriage to Henry, but it did not entirely remove the question mark from over her. The tone of Eadmer’s account suggests that he, if not Anselm too, had continuing doubts over the outcome. Later twelfth-century chronicle accounts express those doubts in terms of the fates of Henry and Edith’s children and the turmoil into which the kingdom was thrown after 1135 being a sign of God’s displeasure at the violation of a nun’s profession. For Henry, though, the panel’s findings were adequate; in November 1100, he had his bride and queen, who took the Norman name Matilda in an act that itself symbolised the fusion of English and Norman cultures in her person.


David’s status was almost immediately transformed by his sister’s marriage and coronation on Martinmas (11 November) 1100.13 From patronless dependency on the fringes of the English court, David had become the brother of England’s queen, and as ‘brother of the queen’ he gained a new social prominence through the 1100s.14 Matilda’s elevation, however, did not bring David’s automatic elevation within his brother-in-law’s household, for he was still no more than seventeen, perhaps younger than that. His future rested on his relationship to the queen, which must surely have opened new doors for him at once. If he was not already one of the noble youths being trained in the royal household, being admitted to their number must have been an electrifying experience for David. He would have been propelled into the company of other ambitious young males – the young bloods of the Anglo-Norman nobility15 – all out to prove their worth and catch the eye of the king. Even if his brother-in-law’s court was an altogether soberer place after the supposed debauchery of William Rufus’s household, it was far from puritanical and would also have given him a rapid education in worldliness.16 There are hints, possibly simply employed as conventional topoi to project an image of transformation from youthful excess to maturity and godliness, that David embraced the lifestyle of his fellows. Ailred of Rievaulx reported a story, told to him by David at his own expense, of his youth at the English court. In it, the king described how he had been idling in his quarters with his companions when he had been summoned by his sister to her chamber. There, he found her washing and kissing the feet of lepers and, when he expressed his horror at her actions, she invited him to join her so that he, too, might find his way to Christ through humility and charity. Clearly, Matilda thought that her younger brother needed to devote more time on safeguarding his spiritual well-being than he devoted to his bodily pleasures. Displaying the bravado of youth that covered deep unease at the suggestion, when she started to insist that he join her David laughed at her and returned to his friends.17


This time in Henry I’s household was the formative period of David’s later character, during which the most basic cultural and social influences on his personal development were almost wholly Norman. Like Donnchad before him, David was probably being trained to be a Norman knight and would have been saturated by Norman-French culture and social mores. William of Malmesbury later described him as ‘a youth more courtly than the others, and one who had rubbed off all tarnish of Scottish barbarity through being polished from his boyhood by intercourse and friendship with us’.18 In language, manners and dress, David would have been assimilated into his peer group. After 1100, however, his education went beyond training in arms, ‘courtesy’ and manners, for it is likely that Henry would have looked to provide for his young brother-in-law’s future. David’s social progress in the 1110s suggests that he was a man of genuine talent whom Henry perhaps saw as a potential member of his inner circle of advisors and officials, one of the curiales.19 Indeed, he made his first appearance in a formal role at his brother-in-law’s court at Windsor on 17 May 1103, when, as ‘brother of the queen’, he witnessed a royal act.20 Alongside the conventional training of an aristocratic youth, therefore, David was probably also immersed in the sophisticated techniques of English royal government, administration and law. It was not solely through his status as Matilda’s brother that he carved his niche in English elite society; his future position would be secured on merit and demonstration of ability. Although he was never so described in any twelfth-century accounts, principally because of his princely status and exalted royal ancestry, the future being mapped out for him was similar to one of Henry I’s ‘new men’, that group of men from insignificant backgrounds whom Orderic described as being raised from the dust by the king to counterbalance the power of the established magnates.21 A career of service such as was pursued by these ‘new men’ still lay far in the future for, in contemporary terms, David was still adolescens, a youth lacking in political or military experience and who was not yet considered of an age to bear full responsibility. Although from about the age of fifteen he could have been regarded as ‘of age’ to witness documents and therefore carry legal credibility as an attestor,22 he would still have been regarded as adolescens or juvenile (sexually mature but not legally ‘of age’) until he was twenty-five. In 1107, however, David’s already much disturbed youth entered a new phase when the prospect of personal power, wealth and responsibility was dropped unexpectedly into his lap.


It is unknown what contact David maintained with his elder brothers after his fleeting appearance as a witness to Edgar’s 1095 charter, other than William of Malmesbury’s unsubstantiated and improbable claim that he had been instrumental in securing the defeat of Domnall Bán in 1097. David is likely to have been reunited with Edgar when the Scottish king visited William Rufus’s court and carried the ceremonial sword before him during a formal crown-wearing ceremony at Westminster on 29 May 1099,23 but that was Edgar’s last visit to England. There is a strong sense of distance, reinforced by the absence of evidence for either of David’s brothers looking to provide for him in Scotland, particularly since the royal succession there seemed secure. Edgar, although still unmarried in 1097, was only in his early twenties and evidently fit, active and considered very likely to father an heir of his own. Alexander, who was a few years his junior, was the heir apparent, a position that may have been in some way formalised in the creation of a landholding or appanage for him within the heartland of Alba.24 Alexander, moreover, had an established profile as figure of consequence in his own right on the Anglo-Scottish scene in the early 1100s, when, for example, he was the only secular witness at the opening in 1104 of St Cuthbert’s tomb at Durham.25 No evidence survives from the 1100s to indicate that it was ever considered likely that David could step into Alexander’s shoes should either of his elder brothers die childless. On the contrary, the presence at the Scottish king’s household shortly after 1107 of their nephew, William fitz Duncan, the legitimate son of their short-reigned elder half-brother, perhaps indicates that alternatives were already under consideration.26 By early 1107, however, long before William fitz Duncan’s recorded appearance, David’s position within the kingdom had been redefined radically by the death of his eldest brother.


Edgar’s death in Edinburgh on 8 January 110727 may not have been entirely unexpected, and a default position for the succession had been made over a decade earlier. Nevertheless, it marked a further radical change in David’s fortunes. To that point, he had been merely the youngest of the sons of Máel Coluim III and, although he was likely to rise in the service of his brother-in-law, was still little more than a hanger-on at the English court, where his status was contingent on that of his sister, the queen. Edgar’s death changed that, for it seems that he had instructed that a substantial appanage in southern Scotland should be given to David. It has been suggested that plans for this award were made well in advance rather than it being a deathbed bequest, with it being linked to an agreement with Henry I concerning Alexander’s status as Edgar’s successor.28 If Alexander had been willing to accept this arrangement whilst Edgar was alive, however, he was not prepared to deliver on it once he became king.


According to Ailred of Rievaulx in the speech that he put into the mouth of Robert de Brus before the Battle of the Standard in 1138, David had only obtained his inheritance from Alexander with the support of his English and Norman friends. ‘You yourself, o king,’ he said, ‘when you demanded from your brother Alexander the part of the kingdom which at his death your . . . brother [Edgar] bequeathed to you, obtained without bloodshed all that you wanted through fear of us.’29 It is implicit in this statement that David had secured his inheritance, and perhaps more, through the intervention of his powerful friends in England. It may be over-reading a rhetorical construction that Robert most definitely did not utter, but if Ailred was even paraphrasing what was common belief it seems that Alexander’s change of heart had been achieved through the threat of military intervention. What Ailred does not reveal to us, however, is when David secured control of his bequest, for it is only from c.1113 that he can be shown to have been in firm possession of a substantial block of territory in the Southern Uplands of Scotland.


The last certain evidence for David’s presence in England in the period immediately following Edgar’s death dates from about May 1108.30 Thereafter, there is no firm record for his location or actions until his foundation of the Tironensian monastery at Selkirk in 1113. Until recently, there has been an unarticulated assumption that he was in his newly acquired territories in southern Scotland, quietly constructing his infrastructure of administration and setting the groundwork for his later economic, social, political and religious reconstruction of the region.31 For that to have been the case, he would have needed to be able to muster aid to force Alexander’s hand very rapidly during a time when Henry I, his principal patron and likely sponsor, was committed heavily in securing his recently acquired control of Normandy. Although Henry had defeated and captured his eldest brother Robert at Tinchebrai on 28 September 1106,32 he had remained to consolidate his grip on the duchy and was still there when Edgar died in January 1107. Henry returned to England during Lent 1107 (27 February to 13 April) and was occupied for the summer in settling long-standing religious issues, principally the ratification of his agreement with Archbishop Anselm on the question of lay investitures, culminating in a great Church council at Westminster in August.33 During this period, however, he was also beginning to redistribute land and titles in England, using the windfall that he had gained as a result of the forfeiture of the principal supporters of Duke Robert. One important element of this redistribution was in the north, where he began the process of establishing some of his own men, including Robert de Brus but led by Nigel d’Aubigny, to whom he gave a trans-Pennine lordship that spread from York to Kendal.34 With a new threat to his grip on Normandy unfolding, he returned to the continent in summer 1108.


From this evidence for Henry’s movement and commitments, there appears, then, a brief period of autumn 1107 to spring 1108 for the king to have given his approval for David to make a military challenge for his inheritance in Scotland. With Henry himself committed throughout early 1108 with the complex administrative reform of his household, aimed at curbing the types of behaviour and malpractice that Eadmer had suggested characterised that of his predecessor,35 that window narrows considerably. There is some slender evidence to suggest that Henry came at least as far north as York in 1109, following his return from Normandy in June of that year, but the evidence for a military campaign to force Alexander’s disgorgement of Edgar’s bequest is slender and, indeed, the possible window of opportunity seems too narrow to negotiate for anything more than a brief foray.36 Of course, Henry need only have sanctioned a military operation and need not have participated in person, but several hints combine to provide circumstantial evidence that he was present. A garbled tradition recorded at the Augustinian priory of Nostell in West Yorkshire c.1400 does involve Henry personally in a campaign into Scotland to settle a rebellion, although the date that it offers (1120) is improbably late, whilst the alternative date suggested by internal evidence in the story (1105) is impossibly early.37 The Nostell account does preserve the idea that Henry achieved his aims in Scotland ‘in peace’, a suggestion that accords well with the ‘without bloodshed’ claim of Ailred’s manufactured speech for Robert de Brus. For any longer period during which Henry could have been active in northern England in support of David, we must move forward to between at least July 1113, when the king returned from Normandy, and Christmas that year, when Henry gave him Countess Matilda of Northampton in marriage. It seems, therefore, that Henry succeeded in intervening with Alexander in 1109 to force him to deliver David his bequest from King Edgar, possibly using a threat of military intervention to secure a peaceable if grudging acceptance of David’s right to his heritage. David might not have been in a position to actively capitalise on that outcome, but he had at least won some acceptance of his rights to the promised appanage.


What, other than perhaps Queen Matilda’s prompting or genuine concern for his young brother-in-law’s interests and welfare, led Henry to intervene in David’s quarrel with his remaining brother? The motivation for his intervention might have lain in good service provided by David in Henry’s affairs, for which this apparent flexing of English military muscle might have been a gesture of recognition that delivered results at little cost. We lack hard evidence for how David spent the period from about May 1108 (when he last appears as a witness to one of Henry’s acts) until Christmas 1113, but the traditional view has been that he was in southern Scotland securing his heritage.38 Whilst that is a possibility, there are some tantalisingly fragmentary hints that he might have been otherwise occupied elsewhere. As a member of Henry’s household and, in effect, a trainee knight if not already knighted,39 it is likely that he participated in the campaign that culminated in the victory over Duke Robert at Tinchebrai in September 1106, and probably in Henry’s continued pacification of Normandy thereafter.40 As is explored in more depth in Chapters 9 and 10, David had a familiarity with northern French affairs that suggests personal experience rather than second-hand knowledge. This familiarity is illustrated by his strong awareness of the monastic reform movement centred on Thiron in the Chartrain district, led by St Bernard of Thiron, from which David subsequently obtained the colony of monks that he planted at Selkirk in 1113. The probably northern French cleric, John, who served as David’s chaplain down to c.1116, may also have been brought into his service around this time. Indeed, John perhaps had a link to St Bernard’s abbey, although given the emerging nature of Tironensian monasticism it is unlikely that he was a monk there. He is a likely source for David’s knowledge of the abbey and its reformed tradition. Most importantly, however, there is an indication, albeit circumstantial, that David also acquired land in Normandy, in the northern part of the Cotentin peninsula within the county that Henry had controlled in the 1090s.41 It was there that one of Henry I’s key northern English barons, Robert de Brus, held the lordship of Brix to the south of Cherbourg and was possibly one of David’s tenants. It is in respect of Robert that we learn that David was in possession of this lordship before c.1114, when he confirmed Robert’s grant of ‘Karkarevil’ (modern Querqueville) on the coast west of Cherbourg to the monks of St Mary’s Abbey in York.42 Around the same time, in what was apparently his first significant landholding in England, David received possession of Hallamshire (the district centred on Sheffield) in Yorkshire, as part of a series of property redistributions made by Henry I to his supporters of lands seized from supporters of Duke Robert.43 The Norman properties are unlikely to have been in David’s hands before Henry’s victory at Tinchebrai in September 1106 and the Yorkshire lands were probably acquired shortly after that date. Both were perhaps rewards for David’s service in Henry’s Norman campaigns and indicate that as he entered his twenties he was showing himself to be an able, experienced and trustworthy knight in whom to entrust control of important and, in the case of Hallamshire, strategic lordships. The implication of these pieces of evidence is that David was committed to his brother-in-law’s conquest, pacification and new landed settlement of Normandy from 1106 to 1113 and, therefore, had little opportunity to begin to assert his independent lordship within the bequest made to him by Edgar.


That all changed in July 1113, when Henry returned to England from Normandy. Although Archie Duncan argued that it was only at that point that the king travelled north to York to set in place, as a reward for loyal service in the preceding years, the operation that would secure his young brother-in-law the inheritance that had been denied him by Alexander, it seems more likely given the rapidity of events that unfolded in the latter part of that year that what occurred was Henry’s insistence on the delivery to David of all that Alexander had recognised as his due – and possibly more – four years earlier. Perhaps the least convincing element in Duncan’s argument is that arrangements for the foundation of Selkirk had been made with the mother-house at Thiron as many as six years earlier and were only activated in 1113;44 it is most unlikely that the father-abbot of Thiron would have accepted such a vague arrangement and, given David’s own rapidly maturing spirituality, it is equally unlikely that he would have made a commitment to Thiron that he did not have the means to honour. That a sequence of major events in David’s life all occurred in 1113 – the foundation of Selkirk Abbey, marriage to Matilda of Northampton and his acquisition of the title of earl –suggests that it was a pivotal moment when slowly maturing plans were made operative rather than it being a sudden triggering of change.


But what was the nature of the bequest given to David by Edgar, and what was its significance? We know from later documents that the appanage held by David before 1124 comprised the whole of the former kingdom of Cumbria (extending in the eleventh century from the Lennox to what is now the English Lake District south of the Solway, but excluding Galloway),45 excepting the district annexed by William Rufus in 1092 centred on Carlisle and encompassing what became Cumberland and Westmorland and, perhaps until the 1120s, the valleys of the rivers flowing into the Solway from the north-east.46 In addition, by the early 1120s he controlled Tweeddale and the region labelled Teviotdale (which was more substantial than the valley of the river Teviot), which constituted the southern portion of the former Northumbrian province of Lothian that stretched from the Forth to the Tweed. The subject of a dispute with the bishops of Durham in the first quarter of the twelfth century, reflecting their status as successors to the old Northumbrian see of Lindisfarne that had formerly exercised spiritual jurisdiction over that region, it was brought within the jurisdiction of the bishop of Glasgow in a reflection of the territorial extent of David’s lordship.47 As lord of this territory, he was given a number of titles by the clerks who recorded his acts or acts that required his consent. He appears as princeps et dux (prince and leader) of the people of the diocese of Glasgow, under the spiritual authority of which most of David’s domain lay. He was also styled Cumbrensis regionis princeps (prince of the Cumbrian region) and princeps Cumbrensis (prince of the Cumbrians), titles that accord him quasi-regal status over the former kingdom.48 The clerk who recorded these styles, however, was careful to add that ‘he was not in truth lord of the whole Cumbrian region (or kingdom)’,49 alluding to that part of the kingdom around Carlisle that lay in the hands of Ranulf le Meschin as a tenant of the English crown. Nor did David have the title of rex (king), which emphasises that the kingship of Cumbria, which had still been a notional reality in the mid eleventh century, was not revived or granted to him. The style ‘prince’, which around this time was also coming to be applied as the Latin style for the rulers of the Welsh, suggests inferior status subject to a superior lordship, presumably intended to be the kingship of the Scots, but within his Cumbrian principality there is little sign that David deferred to any superior lordship.


David’s domain, as mentioned above, also extended beyond the Cumbrian region into lower Tweeddale, territory that until the middle of the first quarter of the eleventh century had been under Northumbrian lordship. Within this zone, no record applies to him the style princeps, for, whatever their personal relationship, King Alexander’s overriding authority was recognised in various acts relating to property and rights in the whole district extending from the Lammermuir watershed south to the Tweed.50 The difference in treatment between the two parts of David’s domain is striking, and it is this which perhaps points to that distinction implicit in the twelfth-century accounts between what Edgar had bequeathed to David in 1107 and what eventually he obtained with Henry’s aid in 1113.


A key to understanding what happened lies in the words that Ailred of Rievaulx gave to Robert de Brus in 1138. ‘You yourself, o king’, he said, ‘when you demanded from your brother Alexander the part of the kingdom which at his death your . . . brother [Edgar] bequeathed to you, obtained without bloodshed all that you wanted through fear of us’ (my italics).51 There is a tension here between what was ‘bequeathed’ and what was ‘wanted’, which could imply that the two were not identical. It was Archie Duncan’s proposition that what Edgar had bequeathed was Cumbria, and what David obtained was Cumbria and lower Tweeddale.52 Although David would stand in different legal positions in the two portions of his domain – as an autonomous ‘prince’ in Cumbria and, probably, as a vassal of his elder brother for Tweeddale – it was an arrangement that would have been very satisfactory from Henry I’s perspective and that might point to it being Henry’s policy. The settlement, which Alexander was clearly reluctant to accept, and which required the threat of force in 1109 and 1113 to bring into effect, placed control of a territory spanning the length of the Anglo-Scottish frontier in the hands of a man in whom Henry, on the basis of recent experience in Normandy, could place his trust. Through this arrangement, Henry sought to give greater stability to a border zone that, although peaceful since 1097, had experienced protracted disorder and incursion throughout the later eleventh century.53


In late summer and autumn 1113, King Alexander was driven by force majeure to recognise a settlement that he had accepted as early as 1109 but that he seems to have regarded as detrimental to his dignity and authority as king. Some brinkmanship may have been required to secure this final submission and Henry had, if the speech put into Robert de Brus’s mouth by Ailred is anywhere close to reality, sanctioned the assembly and advance of an English army to bring Alexander to his senses. Probably before the end of summer, David had secured a principality that stretched from the North Sea coast of Berwickshire to the Solway coast of Annandale and Nithsdale, and from the northern end of Loch Lomond to the Anglo-Scottish border. His rise did not end there, for around the time that Henry was holding his Christmas court at Windsor, David received the marriage of the widowed Matilda de Senlis, countess of Huntingdon and Northampton. Like many of the young men who provided the king long and loyal service in the hope of a good marriage and other rewards, David had waited long for marriage to be offered to him. According to the Vita of David’s younger stepson, Waltheof, David, supported strongly by his sister the queen, had asked Henry specifically for the marriage to Matilda, and it is a clear sign of how high David’s credit was with Henry at this time that he agreed to what was a very political union.54 Born before 1074, Matilda was probably around forty years old at the time of the marriage, while David was probably not yet thirty, rendering it unlikely that children were a primary consideration; David instead seems to have been looking on the Midlands earldom as a temporary source of manpower and revenue that would enable him to press on with his plans to develop his Cumbrian principality. Although Matilda, who was countess in her own right, had sons who would succeed to her titles by her first marriage to Simon de Senlis, this was still a very prestigious marriage that brought more than the courtesy title of earl and temporary custody of a major earldom to David.55 Matilda was the daughter of Judith, the niece of William the Conqueror, and Waltheof, the earl of Northumbria whom William had executed in 1076, making her a second cousin of the king. Through her, David reinforced his personal connection with the Norman dynasty, bringing him into a further circle of relationships that underscored his high standing in Henry I’s eyes. On a more material level, as alluded to above, the marriage brought him valuable and extensive estates in the eastern Midlands of England from which he could draw a substantial income and where, as superior lord of a wide community of noble families, he had a reservoir of manpower from whom he could draw military muscle, administrative expertise and colonists to settle in his northern principality. Perhaps even more important, however, was Matilda’s paternal heritage, which comprised the forfeited earldom of Northumbria that spanned what is now Northumberland and also the lordship of Sadberge in what now forms south-eastern County Durham, with its caput at the old Northumbrian royal citadel of Bamburgh. It also gave him wider claims to the territories of the eleventh-century earldom of Northumbria in southern Cumbria, Teviotdale, Tweeddale and Lothian. Henry’s agreement to the marriage with Matilda may have been motivated as much by securing the position of a dependable ally in the still disputed frontier zone between the kingdoms as by a wish to reward a loyal servant and brother-in-law.56


For Henry, the settlement of affairs between David and King Alexander brought important advantages. The wording of the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle’s account of Alexander’s accession states that ‘in this year [1107] passed away Edgar, king of Scotland . . . and Alexander, his brother, succeeded to the kingdom, as king Henry granted him’, a wording that can be read as signifying agreement with Henry as to the descent of the crown.57 Archbishop Anselm, who sent a letter of congratulation to Alexander on his succession, refers to him being ‘raised into the paternal kingship by hereditary right after your brother’,58 a wording that suggests the establishment of English or Norman succession practice over Scottish traditions, presumably as part of William Rufus and Henry I’s exercise of superior lordship over Edgar and Alexander. It is possible that Henry had sanctioned Alexander’s designation as Edgar’s heir before 1107, but there is no evidence that he ever received his formal submission on his accession. Indeed, although Edgar had repeated his formal displays of personal submission to William Rufus as late as 1099, neither he nor Alexander had offered homage to Henry following his coronation in 1100. This omission on both Edgar and Alexander’s parts perhaps explains the new king’s initial failure to agree to Henry’s instruction that he fulfil the terms of the bequest to David, and Henry’s willingness to support the youngest of his brothers-in-law in securing its delivery. The outcome can be seen in 1114, when Alexander performed military service in Henry’s campaign into Gwynedd against Gruffudd ap Cynan,59 an act which prima facie seems intended to regain the English king’s favour after the tensions of the period 1107–13. Alexander both led one of the divisions of the invading army and was credited in the Welsh chronicle account of the campaign as being responsible for persuading Gruffudd to seek to make peace with Henry. It is to this time that we should date Alexander’s marriage to Henry’s bastard daughter, Sibylla, which provided a further bond between the king of Scots and the Norman house.60 Whether any reconciliation was needed between Alexander and David is unclear, but again Ailred in his speech attributed to Robert de Brus in 1138 implies that Alexander both hated and persecuted his younger brother for no stated reason.61 Whilst no other source records any fraternal strife, it is plausible that Alexander was never fully reconciled to a settlement that handed David so large and so economically significant a portion of his kingdom. Certainly, there is contemporary Gaelic verse evidence to suggest that David’s separation of the territories south of Lammermuir from the heartland of the kingdom north of the Forth was resented deeply by members of the Gaelic cultural and intellectual elite of Alba, but it is unclear how representative that view was of the wider opinions amongst the kingdom’s political leadership:




It’s bad what Máel Coluim’s son has done,


dividing us from Alexander;


he causes, like each king’s son before,


the plunder of stable Alba.62





It could be argued that the poet’s unhappiness at the division of the kingdom reflected what Alexander himself felt, but there is no unambiguous contemporary sign of outright hostility between the brothers. David held Cumbria free from Alexander’s superior lordship, but it is evident that in lower Tweeddale, over which Alexander seems to have retained recognised superiority, the relationship between the two was conducted formally and, apparently, amicably.63 Beyond their dealings in respect of the disposal of property in this region, however, there is no sign that David performed any formal role in his brother’s kingdom. Strikingly, David witnessed none of Alexander’s charters in favour of churches and monasteries in the heartland of Scotia. There is also no indication from any of the accounts of the period that David was automatically considered to be Alexander’s next heir. Despite a long historiographical tradition that paints Cumbria in such terms, the former kingdom was clearly not intended to serve as an appanage for the Scottish heir apparent.64 This was clearly provision being made for a younger brother who was destined only to found a cadet house of the elder, ruling line; Henry’s own experience post-1087 perhaps aided in the arrival at that outcome. Furthermore, unlike Edgar, Alexander was married and, given the fact that his bastard son Máel Coluim was old enough in 1124 to be deemed a viable alternative candidate for the kingship, suggesting birth before c.1109, already demonstrably fertile. He presumably believed that he would father a canonically legitimate son to whom the throne would pass in turn. It is possible that such faith had receded by c.1120 when questions might have arisen over Queen Sibylla’s fertility, but Alexander may also have been considering other contingencies from 1115 or before. In Alexander’s foundation charter of Scone Priory, an ‘Alexander, nepos Regis Alexandri’ (Alexander, nephew of King Alexander) is named first amongst the secular witnesses. This, as discussed by Archie Duncan, is probably a fifteenth-century scribal dittography for William, nephew of King Alexander, i.e. William fitz Duncan, the son of his brief-reigned elder half-brother, Donnchad II.65 It can never be proven conclusively, but it is possible that Alexander saw William fitz Duncan as his heir in preference to David.


In 1113–14, however, with Alexander newly married, the question of the succession to the Scottish throne must have been a remote concern. David was perhaps more preoccupied with his own marriage and newborn son, but even more so by the need to consolidate his position as ruler over his principality. Amongst his first acts in 1113 had been the fulfilment of what may have been a vow made soon after 1107: the foundation of a monastery to be colonised by Tironensian monks at Selkirk.66 This act of retrospective piety was followed soon after by the appointment of his personal chaplain, John, to the bishopric of Glasgow.67 Although the re-establishment of the see of Glasgow after what David’s later inquest into its possessions describes as ‘a long time’ is attributed to pious motive,68 more worldly considerations were in play. Certainly, as discussed in Chapters 12 and 13, David’s concern for the spiritual welfare of his people was the act of a reform-minded ruler and rests easily with evidence for his personal religious behaviour and support for reformed monasticism. The proper provision of a diocesan structure to oversee the local organisation of the church and spiritual life generally would have been at the forefront of his agenda.


David may have wished to create a unitary ecclesiastical authority for his principality, matching ‘Cumbria’ in territorial extent. Such an aim, however, was fatally compromised in lower Tweeddale, which lay within the jurisdiction of the bishop of St Andrews, Teviotdale, over which the bishop of Durham claimed spiritual authority, and in the area around Carlisle, which had evidently formerly fallen under the authority of the ‘Cumbrian’ bishop but had been detached from the principality in 1092 and brought under English lordship.69 Teviotdale and Carlisle particularly were areas of potential conflict and were to figure prominently in the long and debilitating struggle to avoid making a formal profession of obedience to the archbishop of York which engulfed John after 1118 (see below, pp 334–9). In 1114–16, however, when David was preparing to revive the diocese, such a conflict does not seem to have been contemplated, perhaps due to the close personal relationship between David and Henry I and Henry’s close relationship with the church in England that had been established after the crisis over lay investiture had been resolved in 1107. It was only as David’s ambitions grew that the full implications for his authority as a ruler represented by York’s claims were recognised.


In 1113–14, the challenges of leadership and rule probably hit David with full force. He would have become immediately aware of the array of competing and often conflicting priorities that faced him, especially after his marriage to Matilda when domestic concerns were added to his political and administrative burdens. There had only been a few months in late 1113 for him to set in place some perhaps rudimentary arrangements for the administration of his new domain in Southern Upland Scotland and begin to formalise his lordship over the culturally Northumbrian leadership of the eastern portion of that territory, before he had journeyed south for his marriage.70 There is no hard evidence for his location in early 1114 but it is unlikely that he and Matilda had remained long at the English court or paid more than a short visit to his new earldom to receive the homage and fealty of his new vassals there, before travelling north again to continue the assertion of his lordship in southern Scotland. He presumably felt secure enough in his control of Cumbria to leave the region again after only a few months; he was in southern England in autumn 1114, when he witnessed a royal act at Westbourne in Sussex.71 It is probably to that same period in England that a group of acts issued by David as earl and all involving Huntingdon properties date.72 At least one of these documents was issued by David at Yardley Hastings in Northamptonshire, one of the principal manors of the earldom of Huntingdon,73 and we can perhaps see these occasions as marking David’s assertion of his personal lordship within the earldom and times when he could begin to identify the key personnel upon whom he would depend for counsel and practical support in the coming years. Matilda, in whose name a confirmation of one of David’s grants was made,74 was evidently with her husband in the south, and it appears to have been around this time that she gave birth to what was to be their only child, a son, whom David named Henry in honour of the man to whom he owed his good fortune.75


Evidence for David’s movements for the whole decade from September 1114 until April 1124 are very sketchy, but the fragments that we have indicate that he spent much of the time undertaking a regular itineration of his extensive landholdings in both England and Scotland. On 28 December 1115, for example, he was at St Albans, a place and date that implies that he had probably spent Christmas at his brother-in-law and sister’s court and was heading north towards his Midlands properties, remaining possibly for a period there before returning to Scotland.76 David was again absent from his northern principality for an extended period in 1116, and it was perhaps around this time that he was at Westminster, where he witnessed a charter of his sister, Queen Matilda, in favour of the monks of Westminster Abbey.77 It may have been after this event that David crossed to France and made what was perhaps a second visit to Thiron in an unsuccessful attempt to meet with St Bernard, who died shortly before his arrival.78 It was on this occasion that he must have brought back an abbot, William, and additional monks for his new monastery at Selkirk, for Abbot William returned to Thiron in 1118 to become abbot there. It is likely, then, that returning from France in 1117, he travelled immediately to Teviotdale with the abbot and his brethren to introduce them to their new home and the founding colony of monks who awaited their arrival.


Soon afterwards, one of the major influences on David’s early life and career, who had in some ways stood as a surrogate mother figure to him, was removed with the death at Westminster on 1 May 1118 of his elder sister, Queen Matilda.79 We do not know if David had been present at court at the time of his sister’s death, or reached Westminster in time for her burial close to the tomb of their saintly kinsman, Edward the Confessor, but it was probably either at the funeral or shortly afterwards that he set up financial arrangements for the perpetual celebration of mass on the anniversaries of Matilda’s and their parents’ deaths.80 David had made no known similar arrangements in respect of Edgar, despite his indebtedness to his elder brother for the bequest that transformed him from landless hanger-on to powerful landholder. It is possible that David’s slender resources in 1107 had prevented him from making any such provision for his brother’s soul. It is more probable, however, that the provision made in respect of Matilda is an indication of his greater closeness to the sister who had effectively looked after his interests from 1097 onwards and who used her influence to advance his career. The personal connection between David and Henry, however, was based on firmer grounds than simply their relationship as brothers-in-law. David was uncle to Henry’s children and one of the greatest vassals of the English crown. As a result, there is no evidence that the frequency of David’s attendance at court and his witnessing of his brother-in-law’s acts diminished after Queen Matilda’s death.


A far greater potential impact on David’s relationship with Henry came on 25 November 1120. The king and his household were returning to England from Normandy, with Henry and his son, William Æðeling, sailing from Barfleur in separate ships. William’s vessel, the White Ship, overloaded with drunken passengers and whose crew seems largely to have been inebriated even before they left port, struck a rock in the darkness and capsized. William, who was being taken to safety in a smaller ship’s boat, allegedly saw his half-sister, the countess of Perche, still aboard the sinking vessel and ordered his men to turn about to rescue her. Swamped by others as he tried to take her onto his rowing boat, the prince drowned with almost all of his companions. In just a few moments, the future succession to the English throne, and the security and stability of the kingdom, had been thrown into question. David is unlikely to have been unaffected by the death of his nephew, whom he would have known throughout the young man’s childhood and teenage years, but there is no indication that he made any special provision for William’s soul’s ease. Henry, though, was in deep grief and personal turmoil; his grip on his English and Norman domains depended on the clarity of the succession. He had other heirs, including his surviving legitimate child, Matilda, and his nephews Theobald of Blois and Stephen of Mortain, but there were other potential challengers. It was probably as much in an attempt to reduce the threat from such men as it was in an effort to produce another legitimate male heir that little more than a month after William’s death, on the advice of his councillors, Henry announced that he was to marry Adeliza, daughter of Duke Godfrey of Louvain. This swift remarriage might have placed some strain on David’s relations with his former brother-in-law, but perhaps greater tension came from the wider fall-out from the deaths of others who perished in the White Ship’s sinking.


David’s close relationship with Henry into the early 1120s and his dependence on Henry during the early years of his own reign make it difficult to accept that in 1121–2, while there might have been tension between them, there was a threatened full-scale rift between the protégé and the patron. It has been suggested that a series of events and inferences in records of the time point to a crisis that may have threatened to erupt into war between David and Henry. The cause could have been David’s unsatisfied ambition with the terms of the 1113 settlement with his brother and Henry, and Henry’s failure to use the redistribution of lands and titles arising from the deaths of several leading men in the sinking of the White Ship to address David’s demands.81 According to Judith Green’s interpretation, Bishop Ranulf Flambard’s building of a castle at Norham on the Tweed in 1121,82 and the grant at around the same time of Wark-on-Tweed to Walter Espec, marked a growing concern on Henry’s part over the security of the frontier. These concerns may have been the business that prompted a gathering of northern English magnates at Durham, but we have no record of what was discussed there.83 About the same date is given in the fifteenth-century Nostell Priory tradition of Henry advancing towards Scotland to put down a rebellion, which Archie Duncan suggests conflated and misdated the events of 1107–8 and 1113.84 The Nostell tradition implies a date of c.1120, but Henry was in Normandy until November that year. It was, however, in 1122 that Henry paid the only recorded visit of his reign to Carlisle, where he ordered the strengthening of the town’s defences.85 The interpretation placed on all these disjointed fragments by Green is that Henry suspected that David was dissatisfied with the 1107/13 settlement and had expected to be given Carlisle after its lord, Ranulf le Meschin, had yielded it up to Henry in 1120 before being permitted to succeed to the earldom of Chester. Amongst the other casualties of the disaster of 25 November 1125 was Richard, earl of Chester, Ranulf’s cousin. Richard’s death delivered the earldom to Ranulf as the drowned earl’s closest male heir, but Henry required him to surrender Carlisle before succeeding to Chester. David perhaps expected to be given possession of Carlisle, which had been the centrepiece of the southern portion of Cumbria that had been detached from it by William Rufus only in 1092, when he had seized it from David’s father. It is possible, too, that David already coveted his wife’s lost heritage in Northumbria and saw it as the legitimate heritage of their young son, Henry. If David was beginning to flex his muscles as a lord with expansionist ambitions, perhaps capitalising on what he saw as his former brother-in-law’s weaker position after the death of William Æðeling, then it is the only suggestion of tension between David and his brother-in-law, and relations were certainly on a strong footing before 1124.


Most of the events of 1121–2 can be interpreted in an altogether more innocent light. Given Ranulf Flambard’s general character and his policies for the reorganisation of his temporalities, the building of a castle as the administrative centre of his bishopric’s northern estates of ‘Norhamshire’ need not be seen as a necessarily threatening action towards David. Similarly, the grant of Wark to Walter Espec and of Alnwick to one of David’s former court colleagues, Eustace fitz John, hardly constitutes the militarisation of the northern frontier of England but rather a continuation of Henry’s steady implantation of his men into what was still a relatively loosely controlled region of his kingdom.86 Indeed, as Judith Green herself states, ‘by comparison with the frontier with Wales, or that between Normandy and France in the Vexin, the Anglo-Scottish border does not seem to have been heavily fortified in the twelfth century’.87 Even the strengthening of Carlisle’s defences can be seen as the sensible action of a king who has just recently taken a fortress into his own hands following its resignation by its former lord and who, at precisely that time, was seeking to extend his influence into the Irish Sea zone and, beyond that, into Ireland.88 It seems, given the evidence for David’s continued presence at Henry’s court through this same period, that if there were any deterioration in Henry’s relations with the northern British powers, an alternative cause needs to be identified.89


An obvious alternative source of concern for Henry in the north was King Alexander. Important though David already was in Henry’s schemes for the wider domination of the British Isles, his significance grew immensely following the death in July 1122 of Alexander’s wife, Sibylla, Henry’s bastard daughter, who had failed to produce an heir for the Scottish king.90 William of Malmesbury’s viperish gossip has been responsible for tarnishing the reputation of the queen, claiming that Alexander did not grieve much for her, and describing her as lacking in modesty and refinement.91 Whatever the truth of those particular accusations, Sibylla appears to have been a pious lady and involved closely in her husband’s religious reforms. Alexander began moves to venerate her memory soon after her death, if any weight can be placed on the fifteenth-century chronicler Walter Bower’s claim that at the time of his own death he had been making moves to found an Augustinian priory on the ‘Island of Loch Tay’ at Kenmore where Sibylla is said to have died.92 Her death transformed the political landscape in Scotland, for, unless Alexander re-married swiftly and produced a legitimate heir, the throne seemed destined for either William fitz Duncan or for David. Was it this uncertainty over the Scottish succession that sparked Henry’s flurry of activity in the north? His visit to Carlisle does appear to have occurred in the months after Sibylla’s death. Since William fitz Duncan does not appear to have challenged his uncle’s eventual accession in April 1124, it seems likely that he had not been designated as Alexander’s heir or that Alexander reversed any earlier decision and instead nominated his surviving brother. It is purely conjecture, but it is possible that Henry’s presence in the north with an army in autumn 1122 was intended to pressure Alexander into acknowledging David and no other as his heir. Rather than being directed against David, the strengthening of English interests on the northern frontier may have been made in association with, and as support for, David. Indeed, two twelfth-century authorities, Orderic Vitalis and Robert, prior of St Andrews, support the suggestion that Alexander did select David as his heir.93 For Henry, therefore, pressure in the north must have made it increasingly likely after summer 1122 that his favoured protégé would succeed to the Scottish throne.


An increased expectation of his succession to the throne does not appear to have burdened David unduly after 1122. Instead, there is very much an impression of ‘business as usual’ with David continuing to spend extended periods of time away from Scotland. Of course, although Archie Duncan hypothesised that arrangements made by Alexander to secure the landed endowment of a projected Augustinian priory at St Andrews were the actions of a dying man and that David had been present at and party to those arrangements, there was no suggestion that Alexander’s health was a cause for concern.94 Instead, David appears to have spent much of the summer of 1123 in southern England, where he was present at Winchester on 15 April and at Portsmouth on 3–10 June.95 His extended presence on or close to the English south coast was probably related to rumours of the rebellion that eventually erupted in Normandy in late September 1123, which aimed at securing the duchy for William Clito, the son of Duke Robert.96 Henry had received warning of the threat as early as April 1123, when he sent his bastard son Robert, earl of Gloucester, and Ranulf le Meschin, earl of Chester, to secure key royal strongholds in Normandy. Henry himself crossed to Normandy in June 1123, the occasion for David’s presence at Portsmouth, and it is likely that David, as earl of Huntingdon, participated in the royal expedition. Indeed, the six weeks between mid-April and early June were perhaps spent in Huntingdon-Northampton gathering his earldom’s military resources for the forthcoming campaign. Sadly, we have no firm evidence as to David’s whereabouts until April 1124, when he had returned to Scotland, but, as lord of one of the greatest honours in England and still possibly a vassal of Henry’s for land in the Cotentin, it is inconceivable that he did not receive a summons to perform his service dues in the royal army. The absence of any evidence to place David in Scotland or England at this time could indicate that he remained in Normandy until shortly after the unexpected defeat and capture of the rebel leaders at Rougemontier on 25 March 1124.97 Towards the end of April 1124, while the English army was still mopping up after the collapse of the Norman rebellion, news reached David that would change forever the historical development of Scotland: his brother, the king of Scots, was dead.
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